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	1. Meetings, Coincidences, and Kismet

**Author's Note:** Ok, so they're a little out of character. I've toned them down a little, because frankly if somebody was as much of a jerk to me as Roy is to Ed, there would be no romance, just my bony fist in his face. I included the automail, but not the alchemy, and I enjoy seeing them in a modern setting so that's where they are. There is some romance there, but there's also a plot. I promise, it's there, and you don't even have to squint . . . much. I also shortened the age gap just a smidge. Basically, I took a lot of liberties and offer a thousand sincere apologies for it.

**Disclaimer: I am not cool enough to own FMA or any of its characters (_curse the cruel fates *grumble, grumble*_). But that doesn't mean I can't write a lovely (eh?) little (noooot so little) fic that shamelessly uses the characters and remolds them according to my own evil whims mwahahahahahaaaaa!**

**Chapter 1**

_**Meetings, Coincidences, and Kismet**_

Roy Mustang stood leaning against the wall, breathing the fresh fall air for the first time in what felt like days. Actually, it probably really had been days. There was no way to be sure, since the labs had no windows and the battery in the wall clock had been dead for nearly a year. They'd been so close to a breakthrough earlier in the week, but before they could even get excited about it they'd discovered a flaw in the data that had forced them to wipe out everything they'd done that week and start from scratch. _Frustrating _wasn't the word for it – more like _infuriating_.

He reached up and brushed straight black hair out of obsidian almond-shaped and realized with a grimace that however long he had been in the lab was however long he'd gone without a shower. For that matter when was the last time he'd eaten something that didn't come out of the vending machine? Really, he figured that if it had been long enough ago that he couldn't remember then it had been too damn long.

With a heavy sigh, he decided that it was past time to send everybody home for a day of rest and real food – and, heaven willing, a hot shower. He turned and pulled the door open, but at the same time he was pulling the door someone else was pushing it from the other side. Before he knew it, Roy was getting a chest-full of short blond as the other person ran into him. His first thought, given the height and the long golden hair pulled back into a scruffy braid, was that he'd collided with a girl, but when the victim in question took a hasty step back he had to correct himself. Instantly he was caught by the most mesmerizing honey gold eyes set within a pale gold face and framed by messy golden bangs and stray wisps of hair. He was like a living embodiment of the sun, and although he wasn't a girl, he was at least the prettiest man Roy had ever seen. Realizing that he was staring like an idiot, Roy quickly reined in his wandering thoughts and sputtered something vaguely apology-like.

"Nah. No problem. It's cool. We ran into each other," said the shorter man with a dismissive wave of his hand. His tone was cavalier, but there was a sort of nervousness in his eyes.

"You don't look familiar. Are you new to the lab? Or is it possible you're just here to visit a student?" asked Roy, because frankly the guy didn't even look legal. "I would say grad student, but you don't look old enough." It was a measure of how tired he was that he didn't realize his mistake until it was too late.

"Get some glasses, ass hat! I'm twenty-fucking-two and a PhD candidate, not that it's any of your fucking business. I've been in this lab for three damn years, since I _was_ a grad student," snarled the blond, his eyes flashing dangerously.

"Sorry, it's just, your height makes you look younger," said Roy, realizing in the next instant that he'd stepped on another landmine. The shorter man's face darkened further even as gold eyes burned with a promise of violence. Roy tensed, preparing for whatever might come next. But he may as well not have bothered. The blond just let out a wordless growl and brushed past him, his shoulder hitting Roy in passing and knocking him out of the way. Shaking his head to himself, Roy returned to his lab as he'd originally planned.

The whole team was still right where he'd left them – Heymans Breda crunching data at the computer, Fuery trying futilely to repair one of the handheld testing instruments, Vato Falman standing at the whiteboard going over their faulty calculations to identify where they went wrong, and Sheska Douglas their lab assistant reading through recent research notes. They greeted him listlessly, all but Fuery who was passed out at his desk with his head on his arms, his glasses pushed up onto the top of his head like a nerdy headband. Breda was staring at the computer monitor, leaning close and squinting blearily as he watched the numbers slowly creeping upwards as the data continued to collate.

"What's up Roy? You look sort of . . . _grrr_, I guess," said Sheska, the mousy bookworm whose photographic memory had been the team's saving grace. She had dark auburn hair, kept mostly short, and wore glasses that made her fit neatly into the bookworm stereotype. It didn't help that she was so small and shy – her image fit her disposition eerily well. She wasn't actually a part of their department, but she worked with them part-time when she wasn't working at the library. Her main job was to keep the records of their experiments and findings reasonably organized. Her help had ended the reign of chaos that had been their previous record-keeping efforts.

"Oh, it's nothing, I just had an unpleasant encounter outside," replied Roy dismissively.

"Hard to imagine somebody that the great Roy Mustang couldn't charm," snickered Breda and Roy threw a scowl at his old friend. "So, who was this Mustang-hater? Guy whose girl you stole? Girl whose guy you stole? One of the guys or girls that were stolen?"

"Now you sound like Jean," muttered Roy, and Breda batted his eyelashes innocently. Breda was a heavyset guy who looked like he'd be more at home on a football field than in a thermodynamics lab. His red hair was darker at the roots, so with it cut so short on the sides and at the back, he looked like he'd dyed the top red. "And anyway, he wasn't anybody I know. He says he works in a lab in this building but he looks like a high schooler, and I've never seen him before."

"You say he was just a kid, eh? What did he look like?" asked Falman, his eyes narrowing. Since his eyes were already so narrow in his stark-boned, perpetually serious face, the effect was a little disturbing – the prematurely gray hair hanging in his face only made the seriousness of his expression more pronounced. Roy would have expected Breda to be curious – he had a thing for secrets and gossip – but he never would have expected it of Falman. Usually, Falman wasn't interested in anything but facts and data. He'd never shown much interest in Roy's many flings or in the gossip surrounding him. It was one of the reasons Roy liked having him around.

"He has long golden-blond hair with eyes that are almost the same color and about as short as his temper," described Roy, caught for a moment in his memory of those eyes. Those golden orbs held all the fascination of a cobra's eyes, and were probably just as dangerous.

"Holy shit!" spat Falman, and everybody whipped around to look at him in blatant shock. Falman _never_ cursed. Fuery even lifted his head, his eyes wide though still sleepy, and the quickness with which he'd sat up caused his glasses to fall back onto his face crookedly. "That was _Edward Elric_."

"And . . . that's important why exactly?" said Roy, gesturing for him to explain because it wasn't a name Roy recognized. Breda seemed to recognize the name though, and he was quick enough to rattle off what information he had.

"Edward Elric is one of two brothers, both prodigies. Edward, the older brother, has been going here since he was sixteen and already has two degrees. He's currently working on his doctorate. From what I've heard he's antisocial, but totally brilliant. He's supposedly one of the, like, smartest people alive. His little brother, Alphonse, is almost on the same level, started here at seventeen, but after he finished his Masters he headed off to another school to study medicine. The both of them are known for the breakthroughs they've made in the fields of physics, medicine, biomechanical research – you know, like automail and stuff – and biochemistry. Nobody knows what they're working on now, but everybody's got ears perked in their direction just in case they come up with something else that's groundbreaking." Breda paused and made a face to show a moment of distaste. "I get the impression that nobody likes the older Elric much. He's pretty wrapped up in his studies and doesn't like people getting close, so he's rude to just about everybody including professors. He teaches some classes here, and as a teacher he's both popular and super scary. Everybody loves his classes, but they're terrified of his assignments and his tests are merciless. Plus, all of his students know not to bother trying to approach him outside of office hours or class because he reverts to being uber rude and standoffish. He made a bit of a name for himself a couple years back when he cussed out the dean in front of everybody in the parking lot. I heard he's got a pretty face though. Almost prettier than most girls, is what I was told, but I've only seen one picture of him in a magazine and it didn't show much of his face. Some of the girls say he never lets anybody take pictures of his face."

"Um, actually," interjected Sheska shyly. "We went to the same high school, so I used to know him and his brother . . . a little bit, at least. Al is really sweet and friendly, but Ed kept to himself a lot, and I think he got bullied a bit – you know, because he was so young and skipped grades. He spent most of his time in the library, and that's where I met him. We'd talk about books sometimes, and we'd tell each other when we spotted something good. But that's it. We never talked outside of the library or hung out or anything. But, if I'd known he was in one of the labs here, I would have said hello already. He seems really rough, but he's actually really nice. You just have get past the foul language and bad temper. Mostly, just don't mention his height or his age."

"Oops," said Roy and Sheska let out a little gasp then gave him a pitying shake of her head. "I sort of hit a two-for on sore spots I guess."

"Honestly, you're lucky he didn't break your jaw," she said, clicking her tongue at him. "Ed and Al may be nice, but they're both really scary in a fight. I saw them fight once and I hope I never see it again. They took apart half of the football team, just the two of them. It was nuts."

Their conversation was interrupted when they heard a loud voice further down the hall. That the one doing the shouting happened to be none other than the topic of the conversation was nothing short of kismet. "Winry, move your ass damn it! We're going to be late!" he hollered.

A pretty blond girl dressed in daisy dukes over a pair capri tights with a tight black tank top and denim jacket barreled down the hallway from the direction of the front door. "Don't give me any shit Mr. Refuses-to-Drive-Himself-Anywhere," she shot back. "I'll only be a minute!"

"It better be less than that or we'll miss the fucking bus!" he shouted back, his voice getting closer. He paused in the hallway just in view of the section of glass wall facing the corridor that let in extra light and kept the lab from feeling like the tomb it was.

"That's him," muttered Roy, covering his mouth with one hand and trying to surreptitiously point with the other one. The other members of his team tried their best, each in their own way, to get a good look at the guy in the hallway without looking like they were staring. Unfortunately, Sheska ruined it by calling out his name.

"Edward! Long time no see!" she cried happily. Edward looked around for a minute, trying to find who had called him, and when his eyes finally fell on Sheska, his face brightened in a grin that softened his features into something downright angelic. In anger he was breathtaking, but in simple joy he was _devastating_. Edward entered the lab a little ways and offered Sheska an awkward sort of hug.

"I didn't know you were planning on going into science," said Edward warmly. "I'd have thought you'd be more interested in linguistics or something. I mean, think of how many more books you could read if you could read more languages, right?"

"I've picked up a few languages here and there, but that's just for fun," said Sheska, ducking her head as her cheeks flared bright red. "And I'm not really studying science either. I just help out different departments with keeping their records and stuff. Oh, and I do a couple shifts in the library too!"

"I haven't seen you there. How long have you been there?" asked Edward, frowning a bit as if in thought.

"I only started working there last semester," said Sheska with a soft giggle. "I was working at a bookstore before that, but they fired me for spending too much time reading the books." Edward let out a full-bellied laugh that absolutely banished all the gloom and fatigue from the room and from its occupants. Never had such a carefree, uplifting sound been heard in their dismal cell. Heavenly choirs couldn't have been a more welcome sound.

"That's so like you! But they don't know what they're missing out on," Edward reassured her with conviction. "There's nobody who knows more about books than you, and I'm sure the place went to hell the day after you left. I bet if we walked in there now, it would look like a war zone or something."

Sheska giggled again, and Edward grinned at her. "Well, Roy got me the job at the library just in time to save me from getting evicted," said Sheska pointing to Roy who raised a hand with a somewhat sheepish expression.

"Oh," said Edward, his expression instantly darkening.

"Ed! Shit! I think we already missed the bus!" called the voice of "Winry" from further down the hall.

"Shit!" Spat Edward, jumping back out into the hallway. "You can't be serious! Do you have enough cash for a cab?"

"Doesn't matter, it wouldn't get here in time," she called back, both of them sounding panicked.

"Well, I was just about to send everybody home for a couple days' rest, I could give you a ride," offered Roy, shocked by his own audacity. The guy already hated him and was apparently a notably dangerous character. Did Roy really want such a bad-tempered potentially homicidal guy sitting less than a foot away from him in an enclosed space?

"Are you sure you would want to be seen with me in your car? Aren't you worried people would think you're a fucking pedophile?" asked Edward nastily. Then something metallic flashed through the air, connecting with Edward's head hard enough that he curled forward, lurching a couple involuntary steps into the lab. "What the actual fuck?! Why always the wrenches?!"

"Edward Elric! You're being a dick!" retorted Winry while everybody in the lab could only stare, frozen in blatant shock. Winry came into view again, planting a hand on the back of Edward's neck and marching him further into the lab, looking like she was carrying an angry cat by the scruff. She forced Edward to bow. "He's sorry for being a dick, whoever it was that made the kind offer of a ride. We'd be really grateful for the help."

"Get off of me, gorilla!" shouted Edward hotly.

"Shut your pie hole nerd boy!" she shrieked just as hotly.

"Fuck off machine junkie!"

"Obsessive science freak!" She gave Edward a hard shake, eliciting an angry squawk.

"Winry! Leg! Leg damn it!" protested Edward, sounding pained

"Oh hush, you big baby," said Winry, her words entirely contradicting the concern that flashed briefly in her eyes.

"Well then, I guess we should get going," said Roy, pocketing his wallet and cell phone. He gave Winry a charming, if tired, smile and gestured gallantly toward the door. Turning back to his team, he told them, "Just save what you've got for when we come back. We're just spinning our wheels right now anyway. Get some sleep."

"Hey, Mustang, I'll call you later and maybe we can all go pick up some food that doesn't come in a convenient carry-pouch," suggested Breda and Roy laughed and waved, neither confirming nor denying. In all honesty, he wasn't sure which one he wanted first – sleep, shower, or food. Maybe all three?

"I'm Winry Rockbell, by the way," said girl cheerfully as they walked down the hallway toward the door. She turned back a little to offer him her hand, and when he took it, a soft blush colored her cheeks.

"Roy Mustang," offered Roy in return. It didn't look like Edward was going to say anything, but Winry pulled a wrench out of nowhere and held it up with a threatening gleam in her eye. Edward held up his hands in surrender.

"It's not like he couldn't hear you harpy-shriek my name earlier, jeez!" countered Edward but then he sighed and offered his left hand. "Ed Elric." Roy shook his hand with a wry lift to his smile and was surprised that Edward's cheeks actually flared bright red. "Yo! Phil! Coming through," called Edward amicably as they approached the security desk and the metal detectors that were meant to keep people from sneaking off with the equipment.

The security guard waved to Edward then flipped a switch under his desk, holding a hand out to keep back Winry and Roy until Edward had passed through one of the two metal detectors. Edward gave him an "all clear" sort of wave and a smile of gratitude, and the security guard once again flipped the switch then waited patiently for Winry and Roy to empty their pockets. Edward made idle conversation with the man while Winry emptied a frightening number of tools, all of which just seemed to materialize from nowhere (_where in those tight-ass clothes was she keeping all that_?).

After they'd passed through the detectors and collected their belongings, the three of them headed out to Mustang's crappy little ancient Buick. She wasn't much, but as long Roy took care of her, she'd outlive even the cockroaches. Edward seemed to hesitate before getting into the car then he took a deep breath, as if steeling himself, and all but dove into the back of the car to sit among the empty paper coffee cups and the discarded fast food bags. Roy wouldn't have put it past the guy to comment on the state of his car, but he seemed too lost in his own thoughts to even notice.

"So, where are headed?" asked Roy as he started the car.

"We need to go to the Expo Hall on 9th," replied Winry, throwing a quick worried frown over her shoulder at her friend in the backseat. "Ed, you going to make it, or would you rather just skip?"

"No chance! Izumi would fucking kill me!" answered Ed quickly. "I'm fine, Win." He sank further down in his seat and pulled up the hood of his red zip-up hoodie. "Have you heard from Al yet? He said he'd meet us there, but he wasn't sure if he was going to be late."

"He texted me around lunchtime," answered Winry. "He said it looks like he'll make it just in time."

"Oh good," said Edward distractedly.

"So, what's going on at Expo Hall? Anything interesting?" asked Roy conversationally, trying to catch Ed's eyes in the rearview mirror. However, the kid was looking distinctly pale and his gaze was turned downward to his hands which were clenched in his lap.

"Don't bother asking him. Getting him to tell you anything is like pulling teeth," said Winry with an exasperated sigh. "There's some kind of Science Exhibition for kids going on all week. Izumi, Ed and Al's foster mom, is going to have a booth today and tomorrow. She was sort of the boy's mentor, and she was the one who homeschooled them until high school, so they owe her a lot. That's how she roped them into helping with the booth. I'm just going to play gopher and help with the rugrat wrangling."

"It's supposed to get kids interested in science," muttered Ed from the backseat. Roy looked up at Ed's reflection. The diminutive scientist was looking a little green now and had his hands fisted in the legs of his pants. "Plus it tells kids who already have interest where to get more info."

"Do you think it would be all right if I came in and took a quick look around?" asked Roy. He wasn't always all that comfortable with kids – the exception being his best friend's daughter who he'd known since her birth – but he thought the exhibition sounded intriguing. Ed finally looked up and locked gazes with Roy in the mirror, the young man's eyes narrowing skeptically. "My best friend has a little girl. I want to see if there's anything she might think is cool. She's only five, but she's pretty smart, like her dad."

"They've got a scaled down model of the first space shuttle. All the kids dig that thing because they can climb in it and play with the controls," offered Edward grudgingly. "And they have a lot of interactive displays too. I think they said something about movie screenings, but I don't know which movies."

"What's your foster mom's booth about?" asked Roy, trying to keep the conversation rolling until they could roll right into more friendly territory. Roy would prefer not to make an enemy of somebody with Ed's reputation.

"It's about the history of science, starting with Rome and up through alchemy and on down the line," explained Edward, but when they hit a sudden bump in the road he let out a tiny whimper and clammed up.

"We're almost there Ed," Winry reassured him gently. "Sorry, Roy, Ed really hates riding in cars. He usually takes the bus or walks when he has to go somewhere. To tell the truth, if the Expo Hall wasn't so close to the school we'd have been screwed. He couldn't have handled a longer trip."

"I told you I'm fine," growled Edward, but the speed bump they hit upon entering the parking lot of the Expo Hall destroyed all pretense of bravado. The poor guy was actually panting now, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. Roy didn't waste time parking, he pulled up to the door so Edward could get out as soon as possible. Ed all but flew out of the car almost before it had fully stopped. He huffed in several deep breaths before turning back and bending down to look at Roy through the open passenger door. It seemed as if he knew why Roy had stopped at the door and was offering silent gratitude in acknowledgement. "We'll leave a free pass at the door for you . . . you know, as thanks or whatever . . . for the ride." With that he turned and hurried away.


	2. Are Those Stockings?

**Same disclaimer applies, I don't own FMA or any of the characters therein. Would be nice *sigh* but still not mine anymore than they were in the last chapter.**

**Chapter 2**

**_Are Those Stockings?_**

As Roy drove around in search of a parking space, he found himself grinning for no reason he could name. If he really _had_ to put a name to it, he would call this feeling "triumph". Getting the adorable and tetchy Edward Elric to acknowledge him as anything other than a pest to be ignored and/or exterminated felt like a huge victory. Now, if only he could find a way to make the younger man smile at him . . . now that would be a true victory.

Still wearing a (_slightly_) smug smile, he approached the ticket-taker at the door – a lovely brunette woman whose eyes sparkled at his approach – and told her that Ed had left a pass for him. She gave him a dreamy nod, her eyes still looking deeply into his with a vaguely hungry expression even as she handed over the little orange "Guest Pass" in its plastic sheath dangling from a white lanyard. He pulled the lanyard over his neck and headed into the exhibition.

The booths were actually a lot more elaborate than he'd been imagining. It was like every nerdy kid's ultimate paradise. Everywhere he looked were eye-catching demonstrations and interactive displays representing nearly every imaginable field of science. Even his own precious thermodynamics was giving its all, and it captured and held Roy's attention for an embarrassingly long time. He felt a sharp tap on his shoulder, and, startled, he spun around wondering if security was waiting to throw him out for being a creepy old guy. He almost let out a loud sigh of relief when saw it was just Winry. She was wearing a black, turn-of-the-century dress and had her blond hair done up in a Victorian style bun atop her head.

"Hey! Having fun?" she asked him with a bright smile, her vivid blue eyes sparkling with secret laughter.

"Actually, yeah," replied Roy honestly with a sheepish little chuckle. "What can I say? I'm a big geeky kid at heart?" Winry laughed aloud this time and wrapped a hand around his elbow, dragging him away from the thermodynamics booth.

"We spotted you from our booth, and Al sent me over to bring you by to see what we've got – and thank you for giving us a ride," she said as she pulled him a little ways down the aisle to a booth titled _The Dawn of Science_. It had posters cut and pasted in such a way that the images of long-dead scientists looked almost 3D, the same effect displaying the scientists' names in big block letters. Two young men and one woman in her late forties manned three tables, one at each side of the booth offering information and explanations about science's humble beginnings and most memorable moments. They even had replicas of historical apparatus once used for scientific measurements and a chalkboard showing abbreviations of history's most famous mathematical breakthroughs.

One of the young men was Edward, and he was dressed in a long chocolate brown waistcoat, a white cravat around the high neck of his white shirt and long black coat with embellished folded-back cuffs. His pants were knee length and he actually had stockings on with them and even the shoes were fitting for the period. The most amusing part – not that the stockings didn't make Roy want to giggle plenty all on their own – was that Edward's wonderful blond main was tucked into a big white wavy wig.

The other young man managed to avoid wearing a wig, but he wound up with a weird sort of turban instead and was dressed in many-layered robes like something out of Ancient Greece or Rome. He also had to suffer through a fake beard, but he still managed to smile to the children as if he was having as much fun as they were, his grayish green eyes twinkling. Even Edward, despite the tights, managed to look like he was enjoying himself. The older woman was in an early 19th century dress, complete with corset and a bonnet over her dark hair. She wore no make-up, but she had the sort of smooth light olive skin that would never need it. Her dark brown eyes were easily as shrewd and sharp as Edward's, making Roy think that she had be the foster mother and perhaps Edward had learned his scowl from her.

"We're all dressed like famous scientists," Winry informed him as they entered the booth. "I'm Marie Curie, one of the most famous female scientists, like, _ever_. Izumi is Mary Somerville who ignored her father's wishes and studied math, physics, astronomy, and chemistry back in the early 1800's when women just didn't that sort of thing. Ed is Isaac Newton because Izumi thought it would be funny to put him in a wig – and plus we needed an outfit that would hide his arms and legs so he wouldn't _die_ of embarrassment – more like just _maimed_ by embarrassment. Al is Pythagoras, and anybody who knows anything about math knows who that is. Come on, let's go say hi to Al."

Ed noticed Roy making his way through the booth and a bright blush suddenly painted his cheeks, making the little girl he was talking to giggle at him. Roy could only give him an apologetic shrug and jerk his head toward Winry who was still gripping his arm tightly. Edward seemed to get it and offered an apology of his own with his eyes and a nod of solidarity. Apparently, he'd been dragged around by Winry enough himself to empathize with anybody in a similar predicament, even if that anybody happened to be Roy.

"Hey, you must be Roy," said the "bearded" young man in the layered toga. "My name's Alphonse Elric, Ed's younger brother. Winry told me you saved them at the last minute when they missed the bus. I really appreciate it. I don't think I could have done anything this embarrassing without Ed and Winry for moral support."

"No problem, I sort of owed Ed for offending him anyway," Roy told him with a friendly smile. It took Al a moment to untangle his hand from his robes, but once it was free he gave Roy a firm handshake and a rueful chuckle.

"Yeah, well, offending Ed is too easy to do to require reparation every single time," said Alphonse, mischief sparking in his eyes in contrast to his mild expression. "You'd spend most of your time owing him." An apple flew through the air from Ed's direction, and Alphonse just barely managed to catch it rather than get hit by it.

"Hungry?" asked Edward with a wolfish smile.

"Thank you, brother," replied Alphonse, and though his smile seemed sweet there was the bite of steel in it. These brothers were really something else. "So, Roy, how do you like our booth?" asked Alphonse with a gesture toward the displays and costumes. "I wish we could have been here to help Izumi set up this morning, but brother had to two classes today and work on his research all afternoon – really, between working, attending classes, teaching classes, and lab time I don't think he's been home in three or four days. I also had a class to TA this morning, and I was attending classes for the rest of the day."

"Alphonse, quit slacking," said Izumi, her rich voice snapping out with whip-crack sharpness.

"Sorry Teacher," replied Alphonse with a wave. "I was telling Ed's new friend about the booth."

"_Ed's_ friend? Did I hear you right, kid?" asked Izumi, her eyes widening in surprise. Ed groaned and promptly face-palmed. "Oh, well, in that case, Winry, bring him here. I've got to meet this saint." Now even Roy was embarrassed. He could hardly call himself "Ed's friend". He'd only met him about an hour ago, and he'd hate to misrepresent himself. However, he had the feeling that there was nothing he would be able to say at this point that would convince them of their false conclusion without making trouble.

Winry dragged him over to Izumi, and Roy cast another apologetic look to Ed who just shook his head to let him know it was okay – and also perhaps to offer condolences. "So, where did you meet our Edward?" snapped Izumi. Roy had the feeling that every word she said was spoken with that same severe passion. "I'm Izumi Curtis, just so you know. I raised these two hellions, for my sins."

"My name is Roy Mustang. Ed and I work in different labs in the same building," replied Roy simply, not wanting to dig himself any deeper by expanding on the lie.

"So, another scientist huh? What field?" she demanded, looking thoughtful – or maybe skeptical, it was hard to tell.

"Physics ma'am, specifically thermodynamics," answered Roy and Izumi gave a thoughtful (skeptical?) nod.

"You should come back tomorrow morning. Edward is giving a little presentation about the Arrow of Time. As a fellow physicist, you might enjoy it," said Izumi. "It's nice to meet you Mustang. Ed may be a bit rough around the edges, but he's a good kid. It's nice to see him finally making friends." As soon as she was done speaking, Roy couldn't help but feel like he'd just been dismissed. Not one to question somebody as drill sergeant tough as Izumi, Roy turned and went to speak to Ed.

"So, Edward, from what your brother told me, you've probably been living off of vending machine food and lab coffee for the last few days too. Want to go get some real food with me and the other lab geeks after this?" asked Roy boldly. Ed thought about it, his eyes narrowing almost the same exact way Izumi's had.

"You buying?" asked Ed, seemingly suspicious of the offer.

"Sure," said Roy with a shrug. "You can bring your brother and friend too if you want to. It's up to you."

"Nah, they probably have plans. You know, _together_," said Ed, and his emphasis and expression made his meaning obvious. Roy snickered like a school boy in health class, and Ed waggled his eyebrows with an impish little smile. "But I'm already dying of starvation here. If I didn't think Izumi would club me to death, I'd start eating these apples."

"The _do_ look pretty tasty," admitted Roy and Ed rolled his eyes.

"Right now, anything that was grown in the ground or was birthed by parents looks tasty to me," he told Roy honestly. Then he lowered his voice and leaned in a little, "I'd even eat the children with enough gravy."

"I'm with you there. I suggest that chunky one over there. I don't think he can run very fast," suggested Roy archly.

"Good, because neither can I in these tights," muttered Ed, squirming.

Roy let out an involuntarily loud laugh but quickly stifled it with both hands. "Well, what time will you be done do you think?" he asked when he had regained control. "I could come pick you up here, or you could meet me there. Whatever's easiest."

"We're supposed to wrap up at 8:00. I'll want to . . . you know . . . shower after this, so I'll meet you there. Where are we going?" asked Ed, and Roy secretly thrilled that he had, despite being sleep-deprived and probably smelling distinctly unwashed, somehow managed to blunder into a date with a gorgeous, feisty prodigy. It was all he could do to keep a grin from creeping onto his face.

"Well, are you a meat and potatoes kind of guy, or more of a chicken and veggies guy?" asked Roy and Ed laughed, that wondrous sound sending pleasant shivers up and down Roy's spine.

"All of the above," he answered. "If it's not moving, I'll eat it. But after the weak I've had, red meat would be seriously awesome."

"Agreed," said Roy emphatically. After the mess in the lab, he could definitely go for something carnivore-worthy and possibly still bleeding. "How about O'Hannigans on Washington? They've got a killer porterhouse that even Gandhi wouldn't be able to resist. Have you ever been?"

"Yeah, they're one of Sig's customers," said Ed, smiling excitedly. "Sig's Izumi's husband. He has a butcher shop. Best meat anywhere. Any restaurant that buys their meat from Sig is guaranteed to be awesome, no question."

"You've got the hookup with a butcher shop? Dude, you're my new best friend!" enthused Roy and Ed let out another of his delightful laughs. "Then I'll see you there around . . . 9:00?" Ed agreed and Roy left with a last wave for Izumi, Al, and Winry.

By 9:00, Roy was a bundle of nerves. He didn't really mind the nervousness though, since it kept him from falling asleep. His long-awaited shower was like heaven, as was the sandwich he ate to tide him over until dinner. He'd had to hit the grocery store first to stock his fridge again, but that wonderful sandwich had been well worth the extra effort. He'd also taken the time to call his lab team to tell them they were on for dinner, after which he put in a call to his two closest friends to let them know he was still alive since they hadn't seen Roy in days and would be worried.

When Roy got to the restaurant at a little before 9:00, Breda and Fuery were already there and had already shoved tables together, gathering enough chairs for everybody. Sheska was the next to show up, her messenger bag over her shoulder instead of the more typical purse most girls would carry. Falman arrived soon after, so the only one missing was Edward. By ten after 9:00, Roy began to worry that the blond wasn't going to make it. The fact that Roy didn't have a phone number or any other way to reach the younger man didn't help.

Then the whole world fell away as Edward finally walked through the door. His cheeks were lightly pink from exertion and his lips were slightly parted as he panted. Ed had replaced the baggy jeans and loose red sweater with black jeans that fit him deliciously well and a long-sleeved button-up the color of drying blood, a studded belt around his waist. He still wore the old boots he'd been wearing when they'd first met, but they added a certain devil-may-care quality to his outfit, and the thin black leather gloves added an air of mystery. Instead of the loose braid of earlier, his hair was gathered in a high ponytail that fell like a glittering cascade of melted gold. To say he cleaned up well would be a tragic injustice to his stunning transformation.

"Wow, you look great Ed!" exclaimed Sheska, all but squealing. Ed blushed, ducking his head bashfully.

"I'm so glad you could make it," said Roy, pulling out a chair for Ed to sit. "I was starting to worry you'd opted for sleep instead. I won't lie, I almost did that myself."

Ed chuckled softly. "I was seriously tempted. It's been a long fucking week, no lie. But then I remembered there was steak involved and I said, 'What the hell! I can sleep when I'm dead!'"

"Here, here!" said Breda as everybody laughed and lifted their beverages to toast zombified starving students everywhere.

"We're scientists. Caffeine isn't an option, it's a way of life," declared Ed and they all laughed again in hearty agreement.

"I've definitely spent a lot of years worshipping at the altar of coffee," put in Roy and Ed nodded sagely.

"When I was a grad student, I got bored as fuck one weekend and built a coffee machine that looks like it came off the set of Star Trek and it does everything but have your babies," Ed told them, pausing to order from the waitress who greeted him familiarly. Once she'd left, he continued. "It has an attached roaster and grinder and can be hooked up to a waterline so you never have to pour water in it. Plus, it has interchangeable attachments that let you do cappuccinos and espressos. I mean, for real, I want to fucking marry this thing. I wanted to bring it to the lab, but I'm afraid the engineering students would steal it. They like to steal shit I build when my back is turned. They just want to take it apart and figure out what I did, the grabby fuckers." Ed suddenly stopped, his face redder than ever. "Yeah, sorry for rambling. I guess I had a little _too much_ caffeine."

"It's all right," said Fuery cheerfully. "I hate to say it, but hearing about your coffee machine, I wouldn't mind seeing how it's built myself. I know I'm in physics, but I still like to fiddle with electronics and computers."

"Nothing wrong with hobbies," said Ed with a little wave of his hand. "I mean, come on, I'm a biochemist right? But I also do a ton of other shit like engineering and particle physics and all this other shit. Those were my hobbies – still are. My brother said I need to get dumber hobbies – like he's got room to talk. So, I took up coffee. Now he says I need a hobby that doesn't end in him having to peel me off the fucking ceiling with a spatula. So I told him he needs a hobby besides nagging his older brother about his life choices."

"Maybe try knitting or something," suggested Breda and Ed laughed along with everybody around the table.

"I actually tried it," said Ed, still chuckling. "Al says, 'Brother, you're not allowed to picking anything that puts anything sharp and pointy in your hands. One temper tantrum and I'd be bringing you books in prison.' I'm not a fucking nutjob or anything, but I could see myself feeling stabby when my students start whining too fucking much, so I gave up. Al tried it too, but he started looking like he was going to poke his eye out – or mine – so I took the needles away."

"Let me introduce you around," said Roy laughing, and Ed turned an inquisitive look toward him that was ridiculously adorable. Roy went around the table, pointing to each person as he named them then formally introduced Ed to them. "Me, Breda, and Fuery have known each since high school. Falman joined our little group when we started college, and Sheska's been assisting us for over a year. The rest of our little group from high school are at Central University too, but they're in a different department."

"Yeah, they're studying law, the poor bastards," said Breda with a pitying shake of his head. "Well, except for Havoc. He's got a sports scholarship, and I don't think he's ever going to settle on a major."

"So, I know you're, like, a prodigy or whatever, but how does that whole super-genius thing work?" asked Breda, and abruptly Edward's expression shut down. It was like he had suddenly stepped behind iron gates and shut those gates in their faces. They could only blink at him in shock at the change. "No offense dude! It's nothing bad. I'm curious, is all. Just, I have to really struggle through most of my classes, and you always hear all this crap about how prodigies don't really have to work as hard. But I look at you and your eyebags are just as scary as ours. We all look like a bunch of pandas. So, I was wondering what the difference was. Do you just pick stuff up faster or is it, like, a bigger memory thing or what?"

"Is this a trick question?" asked Edward dryly, but then he let out a soft sigh and smirked. "It's like this . . . so think of each person's brain like its own little computer, all right? Each one is a different brand – they have different combinations of different brands of components, all of them with different kinds of wear and tear and varying quality of parts. Some of them have faster processing speed, some have more memory – or less – and some are just shitty right from the start and no matter how many parts you switch out will never be able to run more than Pong. You with me so far?" he asked, looking around the table until everybody nodded. "So, me and Al have the equivalent of high-end processors, state of the art motherboards, and a few terabytes worth of memory. It's still a computer, just like everybody else has got, but it's faster and holds a fuck-ton more information for a longer period of time before the memory degrades." Ed shrugged, blushing a little. "It's a shitty analogy, but it's really hard to explain. I mean, it's not something you do, it's something you are. You know? It's not just how you see yourself, it's how you see _everything_. You look at the table and see wood and a place to put your beer. I look at the table and see the chemical composition of the finish, the age of the table based on its rate of deterioration, the methods and tools used for fitting the pieces of wood together, the germs and bacteria that might possibly be crawling around on it, and its exact dimensions down to the centimeter. In the time we've been here, I've already calculated the most efficient placement of the table to optimize convenience and make the most of available space and maximize the number of available seating for customers while still remaining within the parameters of fire safety and health regulations and HIPPA guidelines. So yeah . . ." Flashing gold eyes turned to Roy as if assessing him, gauging his reaction. "I mean, we still had to read a lot of books to get where are now. Sheska can tell you. I spent what little time I was in high school hiding out in the library, reading. When other kids were hanging out or going to movies, I was reading through the text books, working ahead. Teacher forced us to go high school in the first place, but she promised that I only had to put up with that shit long enough to graduate. She didn't say I had to put up with four years . . . so, I didn't. I still did four years' worth of work though. I just did it in less time. The effort is the same, but the timeline was compressed."

"It must be hard to sleep with all that going on in your head all the time," commented Roy grimly. "I can't imagine how you manage to stay focused on any one thing at a time."

"I guess sleeping is harder for me than Al, but he's a more laid back sort of guy and that makes a difference. And we each have ways of making our heads quiet down before bed. Al reads super trashy fiction. I play solitaire – lots and lots of solitaire," said Ed with a shrug. "And I'm actually a little too good at focusing. Al says a bomb could go off next to me while I'm reading, and I wouldn't notice. He's probably right. Once I start concentrating, I'm there and nowhere else."

They're food arrived, and it was every bit as good as they had thought it would be. After a week of stale, pre-packaged food and coffee that came with its own primordial ooze, the steak was divine. It took a few bites for them to finally awaken from the foodgasm enough to resume conversation, but once they got the ball rolling, it didn't take much to keep it going. Ed kept trying to bow out of talking, seemingly content to sit quietly and let their talk flow around him. It was only when Falman asked Ed about his most recent paper that he came out of his shell again.

When it came to science, he spoke animatedly about his favorite fields of study, telling them some of his pet theories and expounding on the theories of others as easily as others would discuss a ball game. His passion for science made his whole face light up, and they were all enjoying that light so much that they shamelessly kept him going long after they would have normally changed the subject. He was even able to immediately understand their own research and, unlike so many other people who would have been yawning three words in, he listened attentively, just as fascinated as a kid listening to his favorite adventure story. For Ed, science _was_ an adventure and probably always would be.

"Ed!" called a man jovially from across the dining room. "How you been, kid?"

"I've told you, don't call me _kid_," snarled Ed. "Do I need to break your nose again Denny?"

"Ah, come on, last time I saw you, you weren't even legal yet, Ed," said the man as he approached the table and stopped right by Ed's shoulder. He was dressed in a basic chef's uniform, but with a backwards ball cap instead of one of the silly chef's hats. "Take it easy on me."

"So, what do you want, besides to harass me?" demanded Ed and the man chuckled, taking Ed's tone in stride as if he was used to it.

"No, I pretty much just came to harass you," said Denny and Ed scowled at him. "Melissa told me that you were here with actual people. And nobody was screaming. Or bleeding. I was stunned. Then she said Al wasn't even here to translate or hold you back. I had to come see for myself." Ed held a fist up in front of the man's face, slowly flexing his fingers to make every joint pop loudly. "Ah, but see, if you give me a pass today, I'll comp part of the meal. I am the owner, after all." Ed grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him down so that they were almost nose to nose, his gold eyes blazing.

"How much is part?" asked Ed coldly.

"Name your price kid. You know the drill," replied the man, a little strained but relatively unruffled.

"So, given the menu price of each item and current food costs, charged at bulk rates, and not counting labor, you can recoup the cost of producing the meal by charging us approximately 52% of the meal total after tax," replied Ed, looking up at the ceiling for a moment then nodding to confirm. "Yeah, 52%, so fork over the check and let's see the damage." Ed released the man with an indifferent gesture. As if he'd been prepared for exactly this, the man pulled out the check and handed it to Ed with a pen. Ed looked at the total cost of the meal after tax and wrote a corrected price right under it before handing it to Roy.

"You little shit! You're not even paying!" protested the man, and Ed's eyes blazed anew.

"Who're you calling _little_?" Ed grabbed the man by the shirtfront again quicker than thought.

"I'll throw in dessert," choked out the restaurant owner and Ed released him. "You're such a bully."

"Only to fucktards who can't keep their fucking mouths shut. One more comment outta you and I'll tell Izumi you said she has crow's feet," threatened Edward as he gazed down at the dessert menu. "Or worse, I'll tell Sig."

"Jeez kid, you don't know the meaning of fighting fair, do you?" said Denny with a little cough as he straightened out his shirt.

"Denny, there's no such thing as fair in any fight," explained Ed distractedly. "Somebody is always going to get hurt and somebody is always going to do the hurting. It's all about taking advantage of weaknesses and coming out on top. There's never anything fair about it."

"My Aunt Chris used to say something similar. She said there's no such thing as a fair fight. The only rule is to not be the guy on the ground when it's over," put in Roy and Ed looked up, his eyes meeting Roy's with that inquisitive look, and a moment later he smiled slightly, his eyes the mellow gold of warm honey. He winked then returned his attention to the dessert menu.

"Anybody else want free dessert?" asked Denny, shaking his head with a quiet chuckle. "Just because he got it by extortion, doesn't mean the offer's not genuine."

"And you have _got_ _to_ try the chocolate cake! It's his wife Maria's recipe. It's so good you have to pinch yourself to make sure you're not dreaming," enthused Ed and Denny laughed more fully. "But I think this time I want the turtle cake – no whipped cream, no cherries, and don't skimp on the caramel, skinflint."

"Yes, dear," replied Denny with mock-exasperation.

"Well, I guess since it earned such a ringing endorsement, I'll try the chocolate cake," said Roy and when Ed grinned at him, his heart stuttered in his chest. Having a smile like that was just plain cheating, no two ways about it.

"I'm kinda full, but what girl can turn down chocolate chip cookie dough cheesecake," ventured Sheska shyly.

"I'm always down for dessert!" said Breda happily. "Put me down for a piece of that chocolate cake – and is there any chance of adding a little of that caramel to it?"

"Man after my own heart!" said Ed, laughing, he and Breda fist-bumping in salute of good taste.

"Actually, that sounds _really_ good," said Kain with a groan and he opted to get the same thing.

"I guess I'll dare to be different. Give me the brownie sundae," said Falman boldly. It was strange because he wasn't usually the bold type – _ever_. Maybe it was because of Ed's presence. Roy had discovered during dinner that something about Ed just drew them all out. He was so real, so _there_, living each moment with so much intensity, that it was impossible not to enjoy the moment too.

Dessert was just as fantastic as dinner, and they all enjoyed the lively chatter. However, exhaustion was a harsh taskmistress – and rude too – so they were all yawning before much longer and decided to call it a night. Outside, Roy waited for Ed to exit and drew him aside. "This was a lot of fun," said Roy sincerely. "You should join us more often. We'd be happy to have you."

"Um . . . sure," said Ed, all at once unsure. "Well, I gotta head out. It's a long walk from here, and I ain't waiting the hour-plus for the next bus."

"I could give you a ride," offered Roy tentatively, remembering after the words were already out of his mouth how badly Ed reacted to being in cars.

Ed fidgeted unhappily, scuffing his toe against the sidewalk. "Nah, it's better if I walk. But thanks. Guess I'll see you around." With that he turned on his heel and walked away, his stride devouring the ground without looking like he was rushing. Roy just shook his head to himself and got into his car. Tomorrow was another day, and he hopefully he would have as much time as he needed to coax out answers to the many mysteries of Ed Elric.
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Chapter 3

_Caution: Wet Floor_

By Monday they were all back in the lab, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and ready to return to the battle. The day after their little group dinner, Roy had kept his promise and showed up to see Ed's little presentation. Roy had even brought his crazy best friend Maes and Maes's little girl Elisia to enjoy the exhibition. Maes had wondered what could have prompted Roy to even find the event, but after he'd caught Roy mooning over the pretty blond scientist, he hadn't needed to ask any further. Roy always had been a sucker for a pretty . . . _ahem_ face.

After the first five hours, a lot of the bright-eyed and bushy-tailed had left the team, and they had to take turns walking around to restore circulation in sleeping legs. When it came time for Roy's turn, he decided to explore the building, hoping to find wherever Ed's lab might be hiding. Down the hall and around the corner he was spotted by Winry in the biomechanical engineering lab, and he stopped to chat with her briefly.

"You know," she said slyly, after pleasantries. "If you're looking for Ed, he's on the second floor. Just remember to turn off your cell phone before you go in. The professor in charge of the project up there is totally anal about it and will implant it somewhere unpleasant."

Roy shared a conspiratorial smile with her as he turned off his cell phone before sliding it back into his pocket and heading for the elevator. On the second floor he discovered that there were only four labs, and they were each enormous compared to the labs downstairs. Three of the four were bustling with students and professors, little sciency ant farms full of little workers. The last lab on the right was the only exception. Somebody had put up blinds over the glass walls, and they were all closed. The desk and stainless steel tables were cluttered with notes, instruments, machinery, tools, beakers, and racks of vials. Where Roy's lab had one white board, Ed had three huge whiteboard, all filled with equations and diagrams in four different colors of ink. One machine in particular took up almost an entire wall on its own. It had a sort of pieced together look to it, like somebody had gone grave-robbing in the junkyard to create Frankenstein's Transformer. The lab door was open, but it didn't appear that anybody was in the lab, not even Ed. At least, he thought that until he looked down.

"Hi," said Ed offhandedly.

"Um, Ed, what are you doing?" asked Roy, looked down at him. Seeing Ed laid out like that was forming a funny knot of warmth in the pit of Roy's stomach.

"What does it look like I'm doing?" asked Ed, puzzled by the question.

"Lying on the floor."

"Well, there you go," replied Ed.

"But, why are you lying on the floor?" asked Roy, amused but getting a little worried.

"It seemed like a good idea at the time?" answered (asked?) Ed. "There's condensation." He pointed toward the machine at the base of which water had dripped on the floor. "I hadn't changed the towels yet." He pointed again at the machine but aimed more at the floor. Towels were bunched up around the base of the machine, but they were so super-saturated that they weren't doing their jobs anymore. "Not all awake . . . I got here fucking early, you know . . . and I didn't see, 'cause I was reading . . . and you know, they say 'the bigger they are, the harder they fall', but that's not true. I can prove it. It's 'the _heavier_ you are, the harder you fall'."

"Shit, did you hit your head? How long have you been on the floor?" asked Roy with a surge of panic.

"I've been hit harder. Been down here a little while though," replied Ed with a sigh. "Time to get up I guess. Al would laugh at me if he could see me now. Winry _definitely_ would." Roy hovered close, torn between wanting to help the kid stand and telling him to stay down until they could check for a concussion. In the end, he settled for helping Ed up. He almost dropped him though when he felt metal instead of a soft fleshy right arm. Until that moment, Roy hadn't even noticed that Ed had automail. He wanted badly to ask about it – innate curiosity was a curse like that – but he knew better. "Thanks," said Ed, wobbling a little as he straightened. "Maybe I ought to go talk to the dorks in medical lab. I don't think I feel so good."

"Probably a good idea," agreed Roy dryly.

Roy helped Ed stagger along, and was relieved that they only had to go across the hall. "Professor! Oh no! Did you slip in the water again?" called one of the female students and suddenly every student in the lab stopped what they were doing to scramble toward the woozy genius. "One of these day's you're going to really crack your head open."

" 'm working on the cooling problem, but . . . 's complicated, you know?"

"Look at me, Professor Elric," said the girl, pulling out a penlight and shining it in each of Ed's eyes. "Pupils are equal. You're slurring a bit, though. Are you nauseous? Did you lose consciousness at all? Are you in any pain?"

He looked at her a beat, then finally untangled the barrage of questions, answering, "Yes, no, yes. 'm fine. Mild concussion at worst. Nothing worth worrying about."

"Sir, maybe you should go home for today," suggested one of the other students. "You're not in any state to handle anything delicate."

"Yeah, yeah, maybe," said Ed with a heavy sigh. "Come on Mustang, back to the lab we go. I gotta shut all my shit down."

They left to a chorus of good-byes and sympathy and headed back across the hall to Ed's lab. Once inside, Ed sat behind his desk and typed something into his open laptop before closing it and dropping it into a laptop bag that was hanging from the back of his chair. "Could you flip the big switch on the side of Big Bertha over there? But you have to push the three green buttons first, top then middle then bottom." Roy looked over at the giant machine he assumed was "Big Bertha" until he found a huge switch like the kind one would expect to use for electric chairs and next to it were three unmarked glowing green buttons. As he pushed each button, the light changed to red, and when the last one was red he pulled the creepy executioner's switch. A hum Roy hadn't even noticed before suddenly stopped. "All right, now turn off the centrifuge, but don't open it. I'll have to run those fucking cultures from scratch in morning I guess."

One piece at a time, Ed walked Roy through turning off the equipment in his ridiculously oversized lab then finally Ed got up, shouldered his laptop bag, and shooed him out the door, pulling out a little bungie keychain with a keycard and four keys on it. He locked his lab and typed in a number on the keypad next to the door, arming the alarm. Only the labs with the most sensitive material had alarms on them. Roy was a little impressed that Ed's lab was one of those places.

When they got to the first floor, Ed pulled an ancient cell phone out of his pocket and turned it on, stopping to lean against the wall a minute while he dialed. Apparently, walking and dialing at that same time wasn't a possibility at that moment. "Come on, you can sit in my lab and make your call," Roy told him, guiding him down the hall and into the lab, waving off the curious stares of his team. He guided Ed into the nearest empty chair then released him to make his phone call.

"Edward hit his head pretty hard," Roy explained simply, leaving out the part that it was because of his own clumsiness. He figured Ed would appreciate the omission – and when Ed turned his blushing, but grateful face to Roy, he knew he'd chosen right.

"Shit, Al's in class," muttered Ed, closing his phone. "I think . . . fuck, what time is it? Bus runs by East Campus Drive in the morning at 4:00, 5:30, 8:15, and 10:45 then 12:15, 2:00, 3:30, and 5:00 for evening. I think it does . . . that could be West 7th. Fuck, it's all mixed up. I haven't had enough coffee for this shit."

"Do you want me to give you a ride home?" asked Roy carefully.

"Oh fuck no," said Ed, shaking his head vehemently then regretting it just as vehemently. "Unless you want your dashboard repainted, I'd say it's a bad idea."

"We'll roll down the window and bring a bucket," said Roy, firm but gentle. Ed groaned but gave in and got to his feet again. "You guys hold down the fort. I'll be back in a bit. Want me to bring back take-out?"

"Hell yeah!" called Breda, followed by general agreement from the rest.

"Agree on a place then text me what you want," he tells them. He dumped out their "Take-out Collection" jar – a giant plastic jar-shaped tub that had once held hockey-puck-like pretzels but now held their collective food fund – and pocketed the money so he wouldn't have to pay entirely out of his own pocket. He also grabbed one of the small trash cans and dumped its contents into one of the other trash cans (he'd been serious about the bucket).

"Fuck my life," moaned Ed under his breath, his cheeks scarlet and even his ears turning pink.

As soon as they got in the car, Ed paled and his entire body became so tense he was all but trembling. They placed the "bucket" on the floorboard between his feet and rolled the window all the way down, just to be on the safe side. "Do we have to go far?" asked Roy, worry creasing his brow. Ed shook his head, his mouth clenched as tightly shut as his eyes. "Good lord, you _really_ hate cars."

"Yeah, ya think?" asked Ed caustically, his voice strained.

"Um, was it an accident or something?" asked Roy, marveling at his own complete lack of tact. Usually he was a lot better at talking to people than this, but Ed never failed to throw him off his game. "I ask because I noticed the automail when I was helping you up."

"Y-yeah, t-there was an accident," said Ed, forcing himself to lean back in the seat, his left hand clamped around the seatbelt like a lifeline. He used his right hand to indicate turns with vague, shaky gestures. "I was nine and Al was eight. Fuckhead drunk driver t-boned us. His stupid fucking truck c-crushed our car like an empty fucking can. My side of the car got the worst of it. But there's no way mom and Al were coming out of that all right either. Mom was killed pretty much instantly. Al wound up with head trauma and was in a coma for two years. I lost my right arm and left leg."

"Wow, I'm so sorry. I really can't imagine going through all that. It must have been hell," said Roy, hoping Ed would hear his earnestness. His heart truly did go out to him. "I lost my parents when I was young too, but I was so little I don't even remember them. I went to live with my Aunt Chris and that's the only home I've never known, so I guess it was never really a big deal for me. Is Izumi a relative or something? She doesn't look like either of you, so I wouldn't think so, but stranger things have happened."

Ed laughed, momentarily distracted from his misery. "Yeah, I think Izumi would freak the fuck out if somebody tried to accuse her of being kin to us. Izumi was sort of our tutor when we were kids. Mom noticed pretty quick that we were too advanced for normal classes, so she decided to homeschool us. Izumi volunteered to handle that duty, since she was a friend of our absentee fuck-up of a father. After the accident, with dad still MIA and mom gone, we went to live with Izumi and her husband. They're tough, but they've been good to us. We wouldn't be half as good at what we do if not for them." Ed pointed out an apartment building that was all but dilapidated then added, "If Izumi hadn't taken us in, the Rockbells would have. Winry lives with her granny, Pinako. The Rockbells have been in the automail business since the technology was introduced, so they've got a rep as the best in the business. That's who hooked me up with my arm and leg."

Ed got out of the car and Roy followed suit, not yet trusting the younger man to be entirely able to walk on his own – and secretly hoping to see where the tetchy prodigy lived (_which definitely did not make him a stalker . . . okay, maybe a little_). Really, he was just curious about what kind of magpie's nest a super-genius would call home. Was he still living with Izumi and her husband while he finished school? Or did he have a place of his own? He imagined the place would be at least as cluttered as Ed's lab, but hopefully not as grimy as the stairwell they ascended to the apartment building's third floor. Eventually, Ed opened up one of the apartment doors and stepped inside, pausing to hold the door open. "Coming in Mustang? I'll make you a cup of coffee to take back with you."

"You don't have to go to the trouble," said Roy, though he stepped into the apartment anyway. "You're injured. It wouldn't be fair to force you to make me coffee."

Edward laughed, throwing his head back as if to more fully release the rich sound into the air. "It's not any trouble," he said, closing the door behind Roy. "Come look and I'll show you. Remember that coffee machine I told you about the other night?" Ed pointed to the left of the door where the worn carpet gave way to ancient linoleum, signaling the entrance of a tiny capsule of a kitchen.

Just past the start of the tile was a small table, on which sat what was either the world's scariest coffee machine or some sort of small-scale industrial machinery. Given the carafe and hooded spigot, he'd go with coffee machine as the likelier answer. It was just barely smaller than a microwave and made entirely of stainless steel, welded neatly at the joints. "This is my baby," said Ed, proud as any papa. He lifted a section of the top, which turned out to be a hinged lid, and gestured for Roy to look into the machine. "See, coffee beans go in there," he pointed inside then closed the lid. "And you just turn the dial on the front to tell it how many cups to make, hit the button, and walk away. If it doesn't have enough coffee, it'll cut itself off partway through the brewing cycle. There are sensors and timers to tell it how much coffee is enough or not enough for how much you want to make. There're also sensors to tell it which attachments are hooked in so it knows whether it's doing coffee, cappuccino, or espresso. When it does cappuccino, there's a pipe that can be attached to make foam. I added that bit for Al. I don't do cappuccino personally, but Al loves it."

"It's noisy, but damn if it isn't a work of art," said Roy, just barely holding back the urge to hug the thing. "You're amazing." Ed's whole face turned bright red. "I mean, seriously, if you patented this, you'd make millions from desperate college students alone."

"Nah, I'm not interested in money," said Ed with a small shake of his head. "Besides, it's mostly built out of spare parts from other coffee machines. Some of the parts and the casing I had to machine myself over at Granny Pinako's, but even the sensors, circuit boards, and heating elements were scavenged and repurposed. I don't have any schematics for it or anything. I just sort of . . . put it together." Roy tried not to gawk, really he did, but he just couldn't help it. His eyes were round and his mouth hanging open, and no amount of wishing could make him look anything but thunderstruck. _Who just puts together complex machines in their spare time_? He thought wildly. "I guess if I took it apart, I might be able to retrace my steps. But she's perfect as it is, so I don't want to tempt fate by screwing around with her too much."

"I will _pay_ you to let us put this in the lab during finals," said Roy, finally rediscovering his composure. "We can hide it from the engineering kids for you. Then you'd have easy access to it too, since it'd be right downstairs."

"Well, we'll revisit these negotiations when we get closer to finals," said Ed with a sly little smile that put fresh cracks in Roy's composure. Ed went to the cupboard and pulled down a travel mug and its lid, sitting them on the kitchen counter. "What do you like in your coffee?"

"Just milk and sugar," answered Roy with a shrug and Ed shuddered dramatically. "What's wrong with milk and sugar?"

"There's just something fundamentally wrong with milk, _period_," said Ed, making a face. "I hate that shit." Roy almost said, _No wonder you're so short_, but liked living a little too much to let it slip. And worst of all, Ed was watching him as if he expected exactly that comment and was deciding what dangerous kitchen ammunition would most effectively maim him. When no comment was forthcoming, Ed relaxed, temporarily mollified by Roy's silence. "It'll be a few minutes, plus the machine's really loud when you're standing right next to it. Go ahead and have a seat on the couch or look around or whatever."

The machine was just as loud as he said, so Roy retreated to the living room, opting to look around since he had tacit permission to do so. Ed just set down his laptop bag then disappeared into a short hallway opposite the kitchen capsule. The living room was probably smaller than Roy's bedroom, and every available wall had cheap bookcases shoved against it, every shelf overloaded with books and notepads. The couch was ancient and lumpy and actually had little patches sewn neatly onto the arms and a few places along the front, the original upholstery an ugly burnt orange color that hadn't been popular since the 70's. A matching armchair sat cattycorner to the couch and was in a similar state of loving repair. They had a TV that was probably almost as old as Edward, and it was sitting on a crate they'd painted dark red. The apartment was disappointingly tidy, but there were indications of mess just waiting to ensue. It was like chaos and order were silently duking it out, vying for dominance of the space.

Roy had just moved to the short hallway to examine the pictures hanging on the wall when Ed emerged from one of the three doors at the end of the hall – presumably two bedrooms and a bathroom. "So, do you live here alone?" asked Roy.

"No, it's just me an Al. I figure eventually him and Winry will move in together, but for now it's still me and him," answered Ed with a shrug. He indicated one of the pictures hanging on the wall. "See, that's me, Al, Izumi, Sig, Granny, and Winry." The Granny in question was even shorter than Ed, wearing a severe look on her face which had cracked into a smile. Sig turned out to be a huge mountain of a man with an intimidating demeanor, complete with dark beard and thick black hair, but with kind eyes despite all that. "It was Al's 21st birthday. That's why we're all holding beers." He pointed to another picture that showed a _very_ young Ed and Al, grinning on either side of a pretty young woman with a sweet smile and eyes just like Al's. "That our mom. Al really looks just like her. He even has her same exact smile." Ed lightly brushed his fingers over the picture with a sad little smile. "At least one of us came out all right."

Roy noticed that a whole section of the wall was dedicated to framed newspaper and magazine articles all about the two prodigies' accomplishments. "Al puts those up. I kept telling him to either throw them away or shove them in a box, but he's stubborn about it, so I just let him do what he wants if it makes him happy," Ed explained to him, color rising in his cheeks. How could somebody so amazing be so humble? Was that even legal? Roy looked more closely at the pictures attached to the articles, noticing that none of the newspaper or magazine photographers had managed to capture a straight shot of Ed. It was always a candid shot of him working, usually with his head mostly turned away from the camera or wearing safety goggles so that his face was more or less obscured. Was he just shy? "I'm not in this for the acclaim, any more than I'm in it for the money. What's important is the discoveries and what they can do to help people. You know?"

"Yeah," said Roy, a slow smile curling his lips as he thought about Ed's words and decided he liked the feel of them. Roy wasn't conducting his experiments to get money or fame either, though he'd gladly accept both if they were offered. He was in it for the science, for the sake of discovering more about the world and how it could be changed for the better. "You know, that's actually why I changed from being a political science major to being a physics major. I got into politics because I wanted to make the world a better place, and I thought that was best way to do it. But the government is too corrupt to save so easily. I decided that instead of changing the way we govern the world, I'd change the way we view it and start from there."

"Hmm, sounds like a good plan to me," said Ed, looking up at him with the warmest, softest smile Roy had seen on the prodigy. It made him seem to glow with the warm amber light of a fire on a cold winter night and Roy could have basked in that glow forever without a single regret.

Unfortunately, that's when the door burst open, letting in a huffing, panting Al into the apartment, panic written all over his face. "Brother! Are you all right? I saw where you called, and then Winry texted me right after and told me that you had to be helped out the door. I was so worried!" Al rushed over and took his brother's face in both hands, forcing the shorter-yet-older brother to meet his eyes.

"I'm all right, Al," said Ed fondly. "I hit my head and got a bit dizzy. I even let the med students have a look. Mustang gave me a ride home so I wouldn't have to wait for the bus."

"Do we need to clean out his car?" asked Al frankly with a grimace. Ed let out an impatient sigh and scowled.

"No, the car is fine," he grumbled then he pushed past both of them and went to the coffee machine which had finally grown quiet.

"Thanks so much for helping out again," said Al, offering him a kind smile that was indeed an exact replica of the woman in the picture. "You seem to be a handy guy to have around. You even talked him into going out to dinner with you, which I know probably wasn't easy. He's such a mole."

"It was more of a lab geek convention than an actual date," dismissed Roy, giving the young man a friendly smile in return. "Though, you know Edward, we can fix that if you'd like to. I wouldn't mind a chance to take you out properly. I'm a fan of good food, so I know a lot of good places to eat. Care to join me?"

"Smooth," whispered Al with a soft snicker. Hopefully, Ed hadn't heard his brother from the kitchen. Roy just gave Al a dry half-smirk and rolled his eyes before heading into the kitchen to join Ed.

"Since the lab is closed Saturday, we could go Friday night," suggested Roy. Ed didn't look up from the coffee he was pouring into the travel mug and two regular mugs. His face was tomato red and his slightly upturned little nose wrinkled in a way that made Roy's heart twitch. Had Roy read him wrong? Was he not interested? Anything was possible with Ed. He was proving to be a bit unpredictable.

"Um, I'm in the lab all night Friday," he mumbled, barely audible. "But maybe Saturday. I work at the diner Saturday morning, but maybe Saturday night?"

"Perfect. How about 6:00?" asked Roy and Ed nodded, his ears coloring to match his face. It was so adorable Roy wanted to hug him to pieces. "Excellent. I'll pick you up here at 6:00 then."

"Here, fix your coffee so you can get back to work," muttered Ed, carrying the other two cups out of the kitchen. "I don't want you slacking off on my account."

Roy laughed and did as he was told. Ed had even set out the milk for him, though even touching the carton had put a look of revulsion on the younger man's face. Roy put the lid on then took a first sip and sighed with contentment. "Now, that's bliss."

"Yeah, Ed's picky about coffee," Al told him, already sipping from his own cup as he dropped into the ugly orange chair. "I guess it's from years of drinking nasty lab coffee."

"I'm pretty sure no actual coffee was hurt in the making of that tar," growled Ed, and Al and Roy both laughed.

"Well, here's my number," said Roy, pulling out the cards Maes made for him when Roy had been tutoring that past summer. Roy handed Ed the card, Edward looking at it carefully as if searching for some hidden truth in the simple black-and-white card. "Call me in the morning if you still don't feel up to catching the bus. I don't mind coming to get you. It's on my way, and yes, I'll keep the bucket handy. See you tomorrow."

"Thanks again," called Al as Roy finally stepped out the door. He waited until he got all the way back to the lab parking lot before finally indulging in a loud fit of cheering. _Holy shit! I've got a date with an angel!_ He thought with a flush of pride and wonder. The world couldn't be more fantastic right then if it tried.


	4. An Engineering Masterpiece
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**Chapter 4**

**_An Engineering Masterpiece_**

Roy woke to the sound of his phone ringing on the bedside table. He lifted his head just enough to crack one eye open and glare at the digital clock only to flip the thing down onto its face a second later so he wouldn't have to witness the tragedy of the ungodly hour. With a groan he picked up the phone to see who would dare call so stupidly early. He didn't recognize the number, but he answered it anyway, even if only to tell the rude bastard to go die.

"Yeah," said Roy vaguely, voice still muffled by the pillow.

"Hello? Is this Roy?" asked the apologetic voice of Alphonse Elric. "This is Alphonse, Edward's brother."

"Hey, what's up?" asked Roy blearily, lifting his head again.

"Well, you see, brother messed up his leg a little yesterday when he fell – you know, the automail one – and he really shouldn't take the bus today. I wondered if you might be willing to pick him up so he's not late for his 8 o'clock class," requested Alphonse, the epitome of polite sincerity and brotherly worry.

"Sure, no problem. I'll be there in 30," replied Roy before the words had even fully sunk in. It wasn't until he hung up that he realized what he'd agreed to and cursed emphatically into his pillow. "Well, too late to get upset now," he muttered to himself.

He managed to get his act together and make it to the Elrics' apartment in the promised 30 minutes and was met outside by a nervous, distinctly annoyed Edward. Ed got into the car, his face just as bleary and discontented about the hour as Roy's – it gave him a little bit of petty satisfaction that he wasn't the only one suffering. However, Edward also held out a peace offering. "I even put milk in it," said Ed, grimacing as he handed over the travel mug. "Don't know how you can stand that nasty crap, but whatever." Surprisingly, the coffee was prepared almost exactly the way Roy usually fixed it. He was both touched and in awe of the discovery, his heart squeezing in response – like it was giving itself a hug to show how happy it was.

"You really are an angel, you know that?" said Roy contentedly.

"No such thing as a fucking angel with a mouth like mine," grumbled Ed, blushing at the unintended innuendo. Roy just smiled to himself and pulled away from the curb into light morning traffic.

"So, are you teaching class or attending class today?" asked Roy conversationally. He'd discovered yesterday that distracting Ed helped make the car ride easier for Ed.

"Attending then teaching," replied Ed around his own travel mug. "Then I've got office hours after that, a couple hours in the lab to re-run those cultures then four hours at the diner, study for a bit, sleep, and do it all again tomorrow. Ain't I just a party animal?"

"Is your schedule always that heavy?" asked Roy, disconcerted.

"Pretty much," answered Ed with a shrug. "Just because me and Al are full-time college students doesn't mean we don't still have to work to keep the lights on. Now that we're over eighteen, we don't get money from the state anymore, and the Curtises couldn't afford to keep supporting us forever. Al's got a scholarship to help him finish his medical degree, and the last of the insurance money has been paying for my PhD since I lost my scholarship. But we have to eat and keep a roof over our heads. I won't let Al work. He's got too much on his plate as it is. He tutors on the weekends, but that's it. I get paid a little for teaching a few classes here at the university, plus I do some tutoring and work part-time at the diner in between."

"But then you also attend classes and have to work on your thesis and spend time in the lab," added Roy and Ed nodded. "Good lord, Ed, you're not just burning the candle at both ends. You lit it in the middle too. I'll be very surprised if you don't drop dead from an aneurysm before you hit twenty-five. Actually, at the rate you're going, you'll be completely bald before the year is out. How have you not gotten an ulcer by now?"

"What can I say? I've got the devil's luck," answered Ed with broad sarcasm. "Which is funny because I don't believe in either one."

"And there's no way to squeeze the government or the school for more money?" asked Roy, feeling a bit incredulous about the whole thing. "Hell, with your brain, they should be paying you for the privilege of having their name attached to your credentials. They're getting a huge jump in prestige just by having you here, not to mention the grant money you bring in for vital research. They deserve to have to work a little harder to keep you."

"You and I both know that, but try telling that to the dean sometime," snorted Ed bitterly. "To be honest, I think the man sincerely hates me now. He grabbed my ass once – I guess he thought I was a girl or something – so I fucking popped him in the jaw and made sure that everybody within a hundred miles could hear me calling him a fucking perv." Really, Roy could sympathize with anybody who had a fascination with Ed's ass – it was worth being fascinated by. However, that didn't mean they had the right to grab it without permission, especially somebody like the dean who should have known better than to sexually harass a student like that. Or maybe . . . no, that couldn't possibly be it.

"He may have done that because he thought you wouldn't say anything, maybe for fear of losing your scholarship or funding," suggested Roy. "And I bet he's done it before to other students, but the others didn't have the guts to turn him down."

"Fuck!" spat Ed, his eyes growing wider. "You're probably fucking right! That sonuvabitch! Just wait until I tell Izumi about this! She'll kill him!"

"You know, let me talk to my friend Maes – that weird guy with the camera that was with me at the exhibition," said Roy, thinking out loud. "He may look goofy and a little throwed off, but he may very well have been trained by Batman or at least be part ninja. If there's a secret to be known in this school, he'll know it or know how to find it. If we can get proof that the dean is a sleaze, we might be able to get your scholarship back."

"Do you really think so?" asked Ed, looking skeptical but with a faint spark of hope in his eyes.

"Just leave it to me," said Roy, feeling like he'd just saved a busload of orphans _and_ their fuzzy puppies. "I can't promise anything, but the least I can do is try."

When Roy pulled onto the private streets that wove between the campus buildings, Ed pointed out the building his class would be in, and Roy pulled up as close he could. "You keep helping me out," said Ed wonderingly, looking at Roy like he might actually be an alien. "I mean, don't get me wrong. I'm totally grateful. It's just . . . I'm not used to people being helpful. Mostly people who give you something do it because they want something in return."

"I'm hoping if I impress you enough with my charm, I might eventually get laid," quipped Roy. Really, he half-expected Ed to get offended, but he was banking on Ed being just the right mixture of mischievous and irreverent that he might at least be a little amused. He was not wrong. Ed tipped his head back to unleash his marvelous laughter, his eyes dancing with his mirth. "But seriously though," said Roy when some of the laughter died down. "I don't like leaving people in a lurch. If somebody I know needs a hand and I can offer it, I do. That's just how I was raised. I watch out for my own."

"Yeah, well, me too," said Ed, his tone still tingling with the last breaths of laughter. Roy smiled to himself and waited while Ed gathered his stuff from the back of the car. When he bent down to reach into the car from the open car door, Roy thought he was just grabbing his coffee, but instead he left a soft kiss of Roy's cheek and gave him a rakish grin. "Thanks. For everything."

"No problem," said Roy on autopilot – his brain, meanwhile, was completely short-circuited. Ed giggled at him as he closed the car door, his cheeks lit with a soft blush and his delighted smile enchanting. It took a full minute for Roy's mind to finish rebooting so that he was able to drive away, and he wouldn't put it past Edward to be chortling at him all the way to class.

Roy drove over to the labs, already pulling out his phone to call Maes. His friend wouldn't have class until later that day, but if he could talk to Maes early enough they might be able to have a confab over lunch to discuss Ed's situation. Roy laid it out for Maes with what little he knew from Ed's brief story, and although he'd sounded half-asleep, Maes had asked enough questions to indicate that he'd understood what Roy wanted from him.

And, as might be expected of the Great Maes Hughes, by lunchtime he already had a plethora of juicy tidbits to share. "Does this mean I get to meet your little blond – without the old guy wig this time?" asked Maes, waggling his eyebrows. Roy rolled his eyes and sigh.

"Only if we can find him," replied Roy with a shrug.

"Well, that's easy," said Maes as if the answer should be obvious. He pulled out his smart phone and used it to log in to campus website. "You said he had to teach a class today right? With office hours after that?" Roy nodded. "So, we pull up the office hours schedule for Professor Edward Elric. And look at that." He turned his phone to show Roy. "Now we even know where his office is, and if we hurry we can catch him before he goes to lunch. Let's go!" Roy could only sigh again and follow along since there was no stopping Maes once he'd decided to something.

Unsurprisingly, they ended up at the science building just down the path from the labs. Ed's office door was open when they approached, but Roy knocked anyway and waited until Ed looked up from what he was doing before speaking. To Roy's shock, Edward was wearing round, wire-framed reading glasses perched halfway down his nose, the silver frames contrasting nicely with his burnished gold eyes. It was easily the cutest thing Roy had ever seen, but when he saw the vein all but bursting in Ed's temple, he wisely refrained from mentioning it. Ed was clearly already pissed about something, and Roy figured it was best not to become that something. "Hey, Ed, remember I told you about my friend this morning? The nosy weirdo with the photo fetish?" Ed nodded slowly, and Roy could see the corners of his mouth twitch. "Well, this is my creepy childhood friend Maes. Maes Hughes, meet Edward Elric, our resident super-genius. Maes found some stuff out, and we wanted to talk you about it over lunch. But if you already have plans for lunch, we can do it another time."

"I have to go to the gym for lunch," replied Ed, rolling his eyes to show he'd rather be doing anything else. "Winry fixed up my leg, but now we have to test it and make sure it doesn't need any more calibrating. You can come with, if you want. It's not like I can't multitask."

Ed grabbed a duffle bag from under his desk and threw it over his shoulder then led the way to the school's gym. The main gym was taken up by the basketball court and the slightly smaller volleyball court. The building just behind it held only exercise machines and weight benches. Winry met them at the entrance with an orange plastic case in one hand and a toolbox in the other. She greeted Roy and was introduced to Maes – who promptly hit her with a barrage of pictures of his wife and daughter stored on his phone.

"Win, I haven't got long, so I'm gonna go get changed," said Ed, interrupting.

"Right, let's do this!" said Winry chasing after him, thereby deftly avoiding the rest of the photographic deluge. As Maes and Roy started to follow them in, Roy took a second to smack his friend in the back of the head on his way by.

"I can see what all the fuss is about now," said Maes archly. "He's a looker, that's for sure. And when it comes to smarts, he's the real deal. Did you know that the he had his first patent by the age of 8? His first published paper was published when he was 11. He's made a habit of systematically turning the scientific community on its ear since he was barely out of training pants. Now, Roy, I know you're brilliant too, but are you sure you're up for this sort of challenge?"

"Maes, look, just because he's a super-genius doesn't mean he's not also a person," Roy told him. "He may have a lot going on upstairs, but he still has all the same wants and needs of people everywhere."

"Yeah, yeah, nerds are people too," said Maes, waving him off. "I get it. Now hop to, or you'll be the one not _getting it_." His tone and emphasis made the inference plane.

"Ha, ha, very funny," drawled Roy. "Careful you don't cut yourself with that razor wit of yours."

"Meh, it's not quite good enough to shave with," countered Maes.

"Which is why you've had that godawful stubble since . . . you know, actually I think you may have been born with that stubble! I'll have to confirm it with your mom of course," continued Roy as they moved into the exorcise room and joined Winry where she was setting up some sort of equipment next to a treadmill. "Need any help with that?" Roy asked her.

"Nope, all done," she said proudly. "Actually, I may need help getting Ed out of his shirt – not that I think you'll mind that part. At least, not until the first time he throws you. That's when the minding starts."

"Don't tell me he's thrown you before," said Maes, frowning in blatant disapproval.

"Of course I did," said Ed without the least shred of remorse as he entered from the locker room. He was wearing a pair of close-fitting black sweat pants and a long-sleeved black t-shirt. Barefoot and without his gloves, it was easy to see the automail hand and foot, all sleek glinting steel built into an incredibly close proximity of human appendages. The joints of fingers, toes, wrists, and ankles were all fully articulated so that they moved almost exactly the same as normal limbs. On top of that they weren't bulky, the limbs having been carefully crafted to be almost the same size as Ed's natural limbs. "When somebody is beating you with a wrench, you have three choices: punch, kick, or throw. If she was a fighter, I'd have punched or kicked her – her gender wouldn't have made a difference. My Teacher, who taught me and my brother martial arts, is a woman, after all. But, Winry isn't a fighter, just a violent gorilla who happens to be a childhood friend. So I bruised her pride to save myself the concussion. She's used to it by now. With all the pain she's caused me over the years, it's the least she deserves."

"Oh hush, you big baby, you know we'd put you to sleep through that part if we could," said Winry, and her teasing smile had just a hint of sadness to it. "Now, am I going to have these nice gentlemen wrestle you out of your shirt or are you going to behave for once?"

"I don't know," said Ed, walking up to Roy and giving him a dangerously sultry little smirk. "The wrestling might not be all bad." He winked then continued past Roy to the treadmill. "Sadly, I have no time for it. I've got a lot of work to do today. Let's get this over with." He paused for a second with his hands on the hem of his shirt then cast a last wary glance back at Roy and Maes. Finally, he sighed as if defeated and yanked off his shirt. Immediately Roy's breath caught in his throat.

Ed's upper body was a work of art. He was lithe and lean, with cleanly muscled shoulders and back and a perfectly outlined set of abs all wrapped in that marvelous pale gold skin. However, his torso – from back to front – was covered in scars of every description from negligible to horrific. The prosthesis replacing his right arm, surrounded by its own nest of scars, covered his entire right shoulder, part of his right collar bone, and part of his right pectoral muscle. The plates anchoring the metal arm were almost elegant with their smoothly curving lines giving way to the metal mock-up of human sinew, bone, and nerve pathways. For some reason, the scars and the automail didn't make him look flawed. Instead, they made him seem complete, like a sword that had not only been forged in fire but fought with in battle and made more perfect by the history of its imperfections. Edward was the perfect blending of the achievements of both God and man. Ed wasn't so much perfect as perfected – a masterpiece after its final completion.

Edward got up on the treadmill then stood patiently while Winry attached little sensors to his chest, back, and head. He then had to roll up his pants leg so she could remove the leg's cover to reveal a far more intricate and ingenious bit of engineering prowess hidden beneath the armor like surface. She carefully stuck yet more sensors in between the muscle-like collection of metal rods of the automail leg, making the spectators wince.

"Doesn't that hurt?" asked Maes, still wincing.

"Nope," answered Edward with a shrug. "As long as you don't jack up the ports or the nerve receptors, I don't feel anything in those limbs. I can sense pressure to a certain degree, but otherwise have no sense of touch or pain. But that means that I had to train myself to gauge how much pressure is too much. In the beginning I broke a lot of coffee cups and couldn't even be trusted with cutlery. Now I could hold a kitten in that hand without hurting a hair on its head. I still can't write though, which sucks 'cause I'm right handed. But we're working on that. It gets better with every upgrade."

"Yep, that's all we can do, just keep improving. There's no such thing as perfect to a true engineer. You can always improve on what's there," said Winry proudly as she connected the last of the sensor wires to the machine contained in the orange box. "All right Ed, we're good."

Ed hit the button on the control panel of the treadmill then started off at a light jog, telling Roy and Maes, "Talk to me guys. What'd you find out about Grabby McSleezeball?"

Both men choked at the nickname, Roy containing his laughter with a hand over his mouth and Maes covering it with a cough. "Well, our friend . . . _ahem_, Mr. Grabby, has been a very busy boy for a fairly long time. I don't think it'll be possible to bring him up on charges yet, but at the very least we've got leverage enough to scare him into doing the right thing and keeping his hands safely in his own pockets." Ed picked up his running pace, frowning as if concentrating on something. "It's not ideal, but it's the best we can do until we can get more witnesses to confirm his bad behavior. With enough sworn testimony, we can at least get him fired and brought up on charges of sexual harassment. Would you be willing to go on the list of possible witnesses?"

"Maybe," said Ed after a minute – how was the guy not the least bit out of breath yet. "As close as I am to a breakthrough, I don't want to risk making waves unless I have to. If you can't find witnesses, I'll do it. Otherwise, it'd probably be better if I didn't. Besides, my credibility isn't great because pretty much everybody – faculty, staff, and students alike – think I'm just a loud-mouth punk. They're not wrong, so I don't correct them."

"Hey! I won't let you talk shit about my best friend like that!" protested Winry angrily, brandishing her wrench. Ed ducked just in time to avoid the swing, and Winry puffed out her cheeks to show her annoyance at his escape. "I'll have you know that there are a ton of people on this campus who like you. Even you're A &P, Pharmacology, and Physics 100 students – who call you the Devil Incarnate – still think you're awesome. It's just the tests and assignments they hate. I mean, look how crowded your classes are. Every class you teach has to be booked in the biggest halls because so many students sign up. Really, Ed, you're way too hard on yourself."

"Keep telling yourself that," muttered Edward with a soft sigh. "How are we looking over there, Win? I don't want to end up getting all sweaty. It's gonna be a while before I can get to a shower."

"All right," gave in Winry. "We can move on to the balance check."

All of the sensors were detached, but Ed's pants leg got rolled up still further so a different type of sensor could be applied to the automail leg. Roy was a little surprised to discover exactly high up the automail went. The port was attached mid-thigh, so, in essence, Ed had lost almost the entire leg. Roy could only imagine how ghastly the accident had to have been to have cost him so much.

"Okay, Ed, let's see what you've got," said Winry stepping back so that Ed could step off the treadmill and move over to an open bit of floor covered in matts. "Whenever you're ready, we'll start with the right leg." Ed nodded and took up a loose fighting stance. Despite his size, with that iron-hard glint in his eyes and the easy professional quality of his stance, Ed looked remarkably intimidating – especially after he started moving. He executed a series of lightning fast kicks with his right leg, even jumping incredibly high for some sort of insane kick Roy didn't even know the name for. He was like a character out of a fighting game. As he landed for the last time with incredible poise, Roy could swear he could hear a melodramatic video game voice say "K-O".

"How does it feel?" Winry asked him, frowning at her laptop. She had sat down on the floor, using the orange box to prop up her laptop so she could work.

"There was a twinge when I landed the second time," answered Ed honestly. "It was really mild compared to other twinges in the past, but still. I don't think it's a calibration issue. I think one of the connectors has come a little bit loose."

"Hm, but you say it's not too bad?" asked Winry looking up to level a severe glare at Edward, daring him to try lying to her.

"Yeah, it's not too bad. As long as I'm just walking around normally it should be fine," replied Ed with a shrug. "It can wait until Sunday at least. I don't have work Sunday, and I only have the one class on Monday."

"I'll come over around 10:00," promised Winry as she locked the cover in place on Ed's leg. Ed nodded then left to go change. Winry sighed heavily as she packed her stuff away.

"I've heard from reliable sources that automail surgery is incredibly painful," said Maes, his tone idle but the look in his eyes as shrewd as always. "I've heard it said that it hurts worse than the amputation itself."

"It can," admitted Winry, her eyes somewhat haunted as she looked toward the doorway through which Edward had gone. "To anchor the automail and evenly distribute the weight of the limb, we have to anchor it to bone. For Ed, who lost the arm up to the shoulder, we drilled holes into his collar bone, ribs, and scapula then used metal plates and bone grafts to strengthen load-bearing bones. We can use a general anesthetic for that part of the procedure at least, but the patient definitely feels it when they wake up. And that's just the beginning. It's a multi-step procedure, you see. The patient is given a few weeks between each step because the pain of the procedure is extreme and doing too much at once puts too much stress on the body, and also because of the risk of rejection or possible infection. The hardest part is when we attach the nerve connectors to the receptors that have been grafted to the existing nerve pathways. You have to be awake for that. Even the hardest war vet ends up crying and begging like a baby. But not Ed . . . he just grits his teeth and bears it. You can tell it's excruciating, but he never screams, never cries, never begs. He just says 'I have to be strong. Al needs me to be strong.' The worst part is that, since he got the automail as a child, he's outgrown the ports twice, and had to go through that surgery all over again to replace them. And just to put the cherry on top, _every single time_ we detach and reattach his limbs, the nerve pain is just as awful as the first time. Honestly, I don't know how he does it. But one day . . . one day I'll perfect the procedure so that I never have to see that look on his face again."

"I'm sure someone as brilliant as you will figure out a way," said Maes in a surprisingly gentle voice, both comforting and reassuring – a father's voice.

Ed emerged from the locker room once again wearing his usual jeans and red hoodie, but his hair was down and he looked faintly disgruntled. "Win, do you have another hair tie? Mine broke again," he inquired, holding up the offending object.

"I might have an alternative," offered Roy, gesturing for Ed to approach then meeting him halfway. He pulled a small paperclip out of his pocket and straightened it out then held it between his teeth to free up his hands as Ed turned around. It felt like an immense privilege to be able to run his fingers through those silken gold strands while he attempted to draw the shimmering mass into a neat tail. As his finger brushed along Edward's scalp he felt Ed shiver a little and filed away the reaction for later exploration. Using the paperclip like a twist-tie, Roy finally secured the ponytail in place, releasing Ed's hair with a light twinge of regret. "It's not the most secure in the world, but it should get you through the day at least."

"You're making habit of coming to my rescue," said Ed, looking up at him through his thick eyelashes with a coy little smile. "I gotta say, I don't hate it." He grinned and tapped Roy once on the end of his nose with his index finger then sauntered away to help Winry.

"Okay, Ed, just be careful at work tonight. Let Paninya know what's going on, and I'm sure she'll go easy on you tonight," said Winry as the four of them left the gym.

"What diner do you work at anyway?" asked Roy and Ed looked back at him over his shoulder.

"Dante's," he answered. "It's a hole-in-the-wall, but it's walking distance from here and right next to the bus stop, so I can't complain too much – not for fucking lack of wanting to. Plus they pretty much let me make my own schedule since my manager is an automailer too and an engineering student, so she understands the bullshit I have to juggle. She's pretty cool, just crazy as fuck and way too fascinated with my fucking prosthetics. She actually tried stealing my arm once. Winry thought it was hilarious – you evil gorilla, don't think I can't see you over there fucking grinning. You know, I heard when apes smile it's actually a sign of aggression."

Roy tried not to laugh – really he did – but when Maes started making that choked sound that meant he was secretly snickering, Roy couldn't hold it back anymore. It only got worse when Winry dropped the toolbox, brandished a wrench with a flourish like a ninja and started chasing Ed with it. Edward just laughed and nimbly side-stepped her again and again, all but dancing around her, and occasionally using Roy and Maes as shields. Eventually Winry gave up (gorilla or not, she just didn't have stamina that Ed did).

Once Winry parted ways with them, Ed pulled Roy and Maes into his office and closed the door, locking it behind them. "So, what exactly are we supposed to do with this information of yours? Because I've got this bad fucking feeling that if he sees a connection between me and these accusations . . . just, trust me, there's a whole lot of fucking ways shit can go sideways for me. I need to complete my research. And I really need this fucking job."

"I get it, Ed, I do," said Maes, dropping into one of the two chairs in front of Ed's cluttered desk. "I won't lie. I had hoped we could just do this in the most straightforward way possible – which would be extorting him for good behavior. It'd throw him off balance and keep him from paying attention to the side approaches where the next attacks will be coming from. Is there anything you can tell me that might help us find another approach?"

"Maybe," said Ed pensively. He reached into his desk drawer and fumbled around until he came out with a manila envelope. "In here are the terms and requirements for keeping my scholarships, dating back to the first scholarships I received when I started out. I also have the terms for the appropriation and use of funds for my research and the terms for the intellectual property rights for my discoveries. I think the money might be another angle to try. I mean, I'm not getting my scholarship money, obviously. But I haven't violated the terms or missed a single fucking requirement. So either he lied to the board to get my scholarship yanked, or he's still getting the money and it's just not reaching me."

"He~y," said Maes with a slow villainous grin. "Now you're talking! That's something we can definitely sink our teeth into. What about your research funding? Does that come to you directly or does it come through the school?"

"It comes through the school and is applied to whatever I need to spend it on. I give them invoices or supply lists and they request the money to pay for it all out of my research budget," explained Ed with a little shrug. He closed his eyes and said, as if reciting, "'Which includes, but is not limited to, all items meeting the aforementioned criteria stipulated in section 3c of the contract. Should additional items or services be required, the above terms will be revisited so that all changes may be decided upon by a budgetary board consisting of no less than three presiding members from the board of directors, which may include' blah, blah, blah . . . anyway, it goes on for a bit after that. The contract is in there though. There's a confidentiality clause in there, but it's pretty generalized and only refers to the specifics of my research. For instance, I can tell you what it's about, but I can't give you any of the equations or formulae or schematics for project-specific equipment that I created – Big Bertha, for instance, which I built just for this. I mean, once it's all said and done, I'll still own the patent on Big Bertha, but anything I created with her for these people is nobody's fucking business but mine and my pharma sugar daddies. And before you ask, they already know I call them that. Their CEO cracks up every single time. That old fart's a riot, I swear. Sometimes I think he picked me just for my fucked up personality."

"Actually, do you think that CEO is sweet enough on you to hand over a list of expenditures so we can see if there're any discrepancies?" asked Maes and Ed nodded slowly. "And do you keep any sort of record of what you actually spend and what you spend it on?" Ed nodded slowly again. "Good deal! Then let's see what we can do with this." Maes's smile fell then and he gave Ed a very serious look. "Now, look, I don't think I need to tell you to keep this to yourself. You're the last person who wants this getting around. But it might be a good idea to make sure Winry knows too. Also, if you start asking questions, try to be as careful as you can or all the discretion in the world won't make a damn bit of difference. If you need to find something out, but you think it'd be noticed if you're the one looking into it, just let me know. I'm pretty good at this sort of thing. I don't want this ass hole to see us coming so he won't be able to defend himself when it finally bites him in the ass."

"Fuck, I'm glad it's not me on your bad side," said Ed with a short laugh.

"Well, Roy has my number if you need me," said Maes as he got to his feet. Ed nodded simply and grabbed a business card out of the top drawer of his desk. He scribbled something on the back of it.

"Here, Hughes," said Ed, holding out the card. "The number for my lab and office are on the front, my cell number is on the back. Call if anything changes that I need to know about. If I'm about to get caught up in a shit storm, I want time to batten down the fucking hatches."

"Gotcha," said Maes, understanding completely. He nodded to Ed and waved to Roy then left, not bothering to close the door behind him.

"I didn't think this was going to turn into such a big fucking deal," said Ed, puffing out a loud breath as sprawled out in his chair.

"You know, if you don't want to have to deal with all this, you don't have to," said Roy. He didn't think Ed would back out, but he wanted him to know he had the option. "You don't owe anybody anything, and you have a lot to lose if it goes wrong."

"No," said Ed, shaking his head and closing his eyes. "I can't help but wonder how many others are out there, the poor bastards getting fucked out of their education because they didn't want to get groped by this jackhole. And how many have been cornered into giving in to him? I mean, fucking hell, that's almost worse than just rape. You can't even tell yourself you fought back. That'd make you feel even shittier and more helpless, wouldn't it? No, I have the ability to do something, so I will. It's just that easy. I'll take on the burden of the consequences, and I'll see this through to the end."

"I thought you'd say that," said Roy, smiling, and Ed immediately blushed. "I'll see you at the lab," Roy told him, getting to his feet. A couple steps put him on the other side of the desk and he left a kiss on Ed's cheek, just like Ed had done that morning. "You did good," Roy told him softly. As Roy walked down the hall, the memory of the endearing scarlet of Ed's face put an extra spring in his step.
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**Chapter 5**

**_The Temple of Ed_**

It was Friday and Roy's focus was completely shot. Ed had been so busy over the last couple days that he'd hardly said two words to Roy – though, Roy comforted himself with the fact that Ed had actually made the effort to speak to him in the first place. It was obvious that Ed wasn't specifically being antisocial. He was just swamped, a state Roy was all too familiar with.

Roy was just reading the same line of data for the third time when he was startled out of his useless attempt to work by the phone on his desk ringing. All of the labs had a landline phone so that they'd have access to the intercom in case of emergencies and also so the cell phone free zones could still be reached by the outside world. But, since Roy's lab wasn't a cell phone free zone, they never used to landline and on the rare occasions that it actually rang, it invariably startled the crap out of them.

"Mustang," he answered.

"Hey," said Ed, his voice oddly echoing a bit. "Um, I know you guys are probably busy or whatever, but does anybody in there have a free pair of hands? I mean, I hate to ask, and if nobody's available, that's totally fine."

"Don't worry about it, it's fine," said Roy, amused and a little pleased that Ed had actually taken the initiative to call Roy to ask for help. Usually if Ed needed something, Winry or Al would contact Roy, because Ed refused to even admit he needed help in the first place. "Fuery's basically just twiddling his thumbs right now. I'll send him up."

"Thanks! You're a saint! You know that? A sai – ow, god damn it!" The phone hung up abruptly and Roy chuckled to himself.

"Hey, Kain, Ed just called. He says he needs a free pair of hands. Interested?" Not only was Fuery interested, his eyes lit up as soon as the question was out of Roy's mouth. Fuery really did think Ed hung the moon. "He's on the second floor, last door on the right. When you get up there, let him know we're ordering pizza in a couple hours. If he wants some we can order him one too."

"Will do!" said Fuery cheerfully as he all but jumped up and dashed off toward the elevator. When the time came to order the pizza, it was Fuery that answered Ed's phone.

"Does Ed want pizza?" asked Roy.

"Yo, Ed, you want pizza?" called Fuery.

"Do whores want condoms? Hells yeah I want pizza!" Roy heard in the background and both he and Fuery laughed. "Where's it coming from?"

"Tell him it's Jimmy's down the road," replied Roy before Fuery had a chance to repeat the question.

"Ask them for an Elric special. They'll know to do," Ed called out once Fuery had conveyed the information.

After Fuery hung up, Roy called the pizza place. It was a favorite of the Central University students, because the pizza was cheap but tasty and it was one of the few places that delivered to the dorms and labs. The only catch was that if pizza was ordered for the labs, somebody had to go out front to wait for it, because only those with clearance and a lab ID were allowed past the security desk – which, of course, did not include pizza delivery drivers.

While Roy was on the phone with Jimmy's, he had to fight hard not to chortle at the pizza girl who was taking his order. When he'd asked for an "Elric Special", she'd immediately begun to sound a little stressed and actually let out a couple baby swear words. He could even hear some cursing in the background, as if other employees had heard her repeating the order and begun to worry. It was actually kind of cute listening to the poor flustered girl try to continue being polite while shushing her coworkers.

"Hey, miss, out of curiosity, what's on the Elric Special?" asked Roy, and he swore he could hear the girl shudder.

"Sir, I don't know all of it. Only the manager knows. But I can tell you there's at least all of the meats including anchovies plus onions, mushrooms, black olives and green olives, every type pepper – are those _pickles?_ OMG I think I'm gonna barf – and something I think might be ranch dressing mixed with hot sauce, but I can't say for sure," she told him tiredly and Roy winced in sympathy. He could feel a hole burning straight through his stomach just listening to the description. "Oh, and D.J. said there's some kind of garlic lime sauce, but I didn't even know we had limes."

"I think I've heard enough to traumatize me already," said Roy, offering her the benefit of his sympathy. He finished giving her his order and hung up, shaking his head to himself. Ed was really such an odd character.

As soon as the pizza arrived, Roy carried Ed's ER-visit-in-a-box upstairs to him, along with Fuery's much more modest pizza. When he got to the lab, however, he saw no sign of Ed – he even checked the floor this time. "Where's Ed?" Roy asked Fuery, but his friend just giggled and pointed toward the machine.

No sooner had Fuery pointed, when Ed's voice carried to them from _within_ the machine. "Do I smell pizza?" Suddenly a panel on the top of the machine opened, revealing Ed's tousled head poking out. He had sweat on his brow and grease smudged on one cheek and across his nose, his golden hair a tangled lion's main around his head. He had never been more adorable. "Hey, give me a second. I'll be right out." The panel closed, and Roy half expected to see Ed climb out of the top panel somehow. So, when Ed's feet suddenly poked out of another panel at the bottom front of the machine, Roy was a little startled. Ed slid out as smoothly as an eel then flipped up to his feet. Roy held his box of instant stomach ulcer out to him, and Ed took it with eyes glittering in anticipation. "I'll have to make sure to save some for Al or he'll be so jealous. I wouldn't put it past that evil little shit to withhold breakfast for revenge. And I can't go through a whole fucking day without Al's pancakes. I might actually die."

"How you don't weigh 500lbs, I can only guess," said Roy, deeply disturbed when he finally saw the mysterious pizza. However, Ed's lilting groan of pleasure when he took his first bite made it well worth witnessing the horror hidden in the pizza box. That sound was all but pornographic. "I'm also pretty sure we should put crime scene tape around that pizza – and maybe call in a Hazmat team or the CDC or something."

Ed just made a mocking face at him, wrinkling his nose. "You don't know what you're missing, and I'm not sharing so you'll just have to keep on missing it." He pulled out his wallet with his free hand and handed Roy enough money to cover the horrendous pizza plus a little of the tip. Roy tried to wave him off but Ed insisted.

"So, when I heard you talking from inside the machine, I started flashing back to the third Terminator movie and possibly Maximum Overdrive. I wondered if that huge monster had eaten you," said Roy, hitching one hip up on Ed's desk and stealing a piece of Fuery's pizza (it's not like he was going to finish it anyway).

"I finally got the parts I was waiting for," said Ed around his most recent bite. "I should be able to solve the cooling system issue now, so the stupid fucking beast won't piss condensation all over my floor nonstop."

"I'm glad. It means I won't have to come in and find you lying on the floor anymore," said Roy, genuinely relieved. "I seriously worry that I'll come up here one day and find you with blood pouring out of your cracked head."

Ed looked at him for a long moment, his head cocked to the side as if analyzing something strange. "You know, nice people worry me, exactly because they're fucking nice," he said offhandedly. "Most people who are nice are either working an angle or are doomed to get hurt."

"Yeah, but you already know I'm working an angle, remember?" pointed out Roy cavalierly. "I'm still trudging the long and weary road toward getting into your pants." Fuery promptly choked on his pizza and Ed let out a wonderful belly laugh. "Speaking of which, any idea where you might like to go tomorrow? I do have a place I'd like to take you, but if there's somewhere else you'd rather go, I'm fine with that too."

"You mentioned a restaurant, so we can do that first, but afterwards, I have some place I wouldn't mind taking you," said Ed with that sly, sultry smile again.

"Sounds good," said Roy, unable to keep the grin from his face. "I'll be around for a while tonight, so if you need anything, call."

"Speaking of needing something," said Ed, picking up another piece of pizza. "Fuery tells me you guys are having issues with an equation or something. He said something about a flaw and now you guys have to backtrack and start from scratch because you can't find the flaw. But, you know, if you want, I mean you don't have to because, you know, it's none of my business, but I could, you know, um, come take a look . . . maybe. I wouldn't mind really. It'll give me a chance to stretch my legs."

"Actually, that would be fantastic!" said Roy with enthusiasm. "I really don't want to have to start all over again. In fact, I was dreading it. We all were."

"No kidding," snorted Fuery.

"But I know how busy you are, so if it looks like it'll take too long to get it figured out, don't worry about it," admonished Roy. "I don't want to throw your own work off schedule because ours hit a snag."

"Nah, it's not that often I get to put this big fucking brain to use helping out people directly," said Ed, all at once shy. "In high school, people thought me and Al were looking down on them when we tried to help, or they'd get jealous or resentful. The worst was when they tried to cozy up to us just to use us. Very not cool. A lot of the fights I got into in school were because of bullshit like that. Al was too fucking trusting. He wanted to see the good in people. It's fucking admirable as hell, but it makes protecting him from ass holes a whole lot fucking harder. He's learned some caution since then, and so have I. But, my gut tells me you guys are all right, so I'll help out if I can. Just promise me one thing."

"Sure, anything," said Roy, deeply touched by the admission of trust.

"Just . . . even if I end up helping out, don't credit me for it," said Ed with a sort of wince. "If you put my name anywhere near it, people will try to give me all the credit. That's not right and I don't like it. So, yeah . . . that's it, just promise me to keep my name out."

"No problem," said Roy, taken aback by the request. In typical Ed fashion, it wasn't at all what he'd expected. "Mums the word. Really, I think we'd sell our first born at this point. You could have asked for the moon and we'd throw it a box with a bow on it."

Ed chuckled and got to his feet, brushing off his hands then grabbing what looked like a moist towelette out of his pocket. He used it to clean away as much of the grease as he could, but since he couldn't see what was on his face, Roy made sure to stop him. He took the little wet napkin from him and gently removed this smudges from his nose and cheek then handed it back and just as gently smoothed his hair. "Better," said Roy, satisfied – especially since it made Ed blush so fetchingly.

Ed blew into Roy's lab like a summer storm. He said little, just looking at the white board quizzically for a moment then looking around until he found the printout of the data on Roy's desk. Ed's eyes scanned all that data incredibly fast then returned the white board. He erased several lines and a few smaller sections and wrote in corrections. Roy and his team could only stare, entirely awestruck. It was astonishing. A problem an entire team couldn't solve after two weeks of toil, Ed figured out in a matter of minutes.

"All right, the problem is with the original algorithm as much as the equations," he announced when he was done. "The changes in the order of the sequences of equations should produce cleaner data, but you'll have to run it to be sure. Also, I would expand on this algorithm a bit, if I were you. See if we add another expression here at the end . . ." He flipped the white board and began writing on the blank side. "Then you can include several variables that weren't being accounted for. Think of it as a safety net." He gave them broad a grin and a cheerful wave. "If you have any questions you know where to find me."

"I have a question," interjected Breda before Ed could quite make it out the door. Ed stopped and turned to look at him. "Where can we build our temple to you, and how big would you like it? I'm thinking Parthenon style, but I'm flexible."

Ed laughed, the musical sound filling the room and swelling their hearts. "No temple necessary, but I do accept offerings of good coffee and sweets when available."

"Good coffee. Sweets. Roger that boss," said Breda and Ed laughed again before vanishing back to his lab. Truly like a summer storm, blustering in, changing the landscape as it pleased then disappearing before anyone even realized they'd been soaked.

"You know, since he just saved us a month's worth of work, I think we should go get the man some good coffee and sweets," declared Roy and there was a cheer all around. Sheska volunteered to run and they all pitched in for it. So, the next time Fuery called Ed out of his machine it was to find a box of fresh pastries, a very large espresso, and a thank you note signed by the whole team.

Saturday night, Roy put on something simple but just a little bit dressy – nice jeans, a white button-up with the top two buttons left strategically open, and a black jacket – and made sure his raven hair was arranged to fall perfectly. When he went to pick up Ed, he discovered that the younger man had also taken special care with his appearance. He wore a predawn blue shirt with dark brown pants and a matching brown waistcoat that hugged the shape of his slim waist in the most tempting way possible. Rather than a braid, Ed had actually left his hair down so that it flowed down his back, a king's ransom in golden strands. Unfortunately, he also looked rather tired, but he was nonetheless delighted to see Roy, so Roy let it go.

The restaurant Roy took Ed to had a very relaxed atmosphere that he knew Ed would appreciate. It also helped that their food was excellent and the service was just as good as the food. The pair ate amid conversation that seemed to flow naturally from topic to topic, a phenomena that Roy didn't often get to experience with his dates. Usually, one mention of science was enough to have his date yawning. Ed, on the other hand, all but glowed as they discussed theories and research and new discoveries. Science was Ed's passion, after all, just as much as it was Roy's.

To Roy's further wonder, he discovered new and interesting details about Ed, some of which he never would have imagined. For instance, Ed and his brother studied the forgotten art of alchemy as a hobby, just for the thrill of shining a new light on science and nature itself. He and his brother had also actually competed in martial arts before the accident. They had several trophies, all of which resided with the Curtises. The most surprising tidbit was that Ed wasn't actually from Central City – which explained the slight country accent Roy heard in his voice from time to time. The brothers were actually from a small town in the east, right on the border. They'd grown up among apple orchards and rolling hills, and had only moved in order to attend college.

In return, Roy told Edward all about his own early years as a science-nerd-turned-football-player-turned-debate-team-captain. He told him about how he'd met his current circle of close friends and some of the shenanigans they'd pulled together. He even told Ed about his Aunt Chris, who was his foster mother. He told him about Christmas, his Aunt's bar which was a front for a brothel. He explained about learning how to tend bar as a teenager and about narrowly avoiding being dragged off by more than one drunken customer. Ed listened to all of Roy's stories with the same rapt focus he gave to all things science, and Roy got the sense that in this way Ed was displaying exactly how much Roy mattered to him. He was making a conscious effort to absorb all the pieces of Roy's past, good and bad, without judgement or pity.

After they left the restaurant, it was Ed's turn to drag Roy off somewhere. They were on foot, just as Roy had promised they would be, since he didn't want to ruin a perfectly lovely evening by making his date feel nauseous and panicky. Getting to Ed's chosen destination was a bit more of a walk than Roy had been expecting, but he didn't have the heart to complain. It was a gorgeous fall evening and he was in good company and good spirits. Who could possibly complain about that?

Eventually, they arrived at a park that butted against the river, but that wasn't precisely where Ed intended to take him. They walked through the park until they got the edge of the river that bisected Central City. A railing separated the walking path from the river to prevent people from accidentally falling into the icy, polluted water below. They walked along the railing until they encountered a clump of tall rocks that stood as the base of some historical monument Roy couldn't identify and didn't particularly care about. It was here that Ed stepped off the path rather than follow it where it edged around the monument.

"Now, I'm going to tell you a little story," said Ed as he showed Roy an easy way to get up the rocks to stand beside the monument. When he spoke again, he covered Roy's eyes from behind and carefully turned him around. "Where I grew up I used to look up at the stars every night. Since there were so few lights from the town and scattered houses, you could lie on a hill and see whole galaxies spread out across the sky as far as the eye could see. When I was sixteen, I had to move here by myself and stay with a guy named Mason, a friend of Izumi. Al wanted to finish out high school with his friends, so I would have to go solo for a couple years. But the most heartbreaking thing was that when I looked up, I realized I couldn't see the stars anymore. For the first few months I was pretty miserable and really lonely. Then one day I found this place and changed my perspective. I couldn't see the stars by looking up, but . . ." Ed removed his hands and pointed past Roy's shoulder at the river. From the angle they were standing, they could see the city lights reflecting perfectly in the rippling surface of the river like a million glittering stars. It was breathtaking. "I realized that I didn't have to look at the sky to see stars. I just had to be willing to look at what was right in front of me."

"I've lived here all my life, but I've never once seen this," said Roy in a soft reverent tone. He turned to Edward who grinned, a light blush rising in his cheeks. "Thank you for bringing me here. It's almost as amazing as you."

Before Ed could protest the compliment, Roy captured his lips and was surprised and delighted when the kiss was returned with equal fervor and no little desire. Just as he'd been longing to do since the first time he'd caught sight of those captivating golden eyes, Roy wrapped his arms around Edward's slender frame, reveling in the texture of the muscles rippling beneath Ed's clothes. When they separated, they were both breathless, and Roy wanted to etch in his memory forever the image of Ed looking up at him from beneath thick eyelashes veiling half-lidded amber pools, panting through slightly parted lips, and pink lightly dusting his golden cheeks.

"You know, Al's at Winry's tonight. The apartment is empty until tomorrow at 10," said Ed, his tone quiet but suggestive – a whispered promise. "Care to keep me company."

"It would be rude to leave you all alone," said Roy, his heart pounding hard enough to break his ribs – but for this man, he wouldn't mind being broken.

By the time they reached Ed's apartment building they were all but boiling with pent up want, and as they climbed the stairs they were already making progress toward devouring each other. Their hands grasped at each other desperately, their kisses wanton and unworried about who might see them. Getting into the apartment in their current state proved to be a bit of a challenge, but once inside they were already stripping each other all the way to the bedroom, leaving clothes wherever they happened to land. All that mattered was their need for contact, the feel of skin as it was revealed to the contrast of cool air and warm hands. All other concerns could go hang.

Upon reaching the bed, Roy froze a moment, unable to resist savoring the sight of Ed laid out beneath him on the white sheets, the younger man looking like golden sunlight on fresh snow. He could have been a young god, carved of gold and silver, and it almost felt like a sin to lay his hands on such an ineffable work of art. But lay his hands on him he did, because, frankly, not even a saint could resist such a vision. The Edward he saw every day was a joy to look at, but the Edward that was glittering with a faint sheen of sweat and arching up off the bed at every caress was magnificent. Roy delighted in the feel of the soft skin beneath his hands as he explored every inch of the angel writhing on the bed. He used his hands, lips, and tongue to draw out gasps of pleasure and deep moans. And he wasn't the only explorer. Ed returned the favor in kind, dedicating all of his attention to learning every last bit of Roy's body until they were both groaning.

They touched and tempted and teased until they couldn't take it anymore and finally, _finally_ joined together. However, for all that he was drowning in the pleasure, Roy made sure to keep his head above water enough that he was able to treat Ed's body with care. If he wanted to be invited back a second time, he would need to make sure to treasure the younger man and be mindful not to hurt him. The moment they reached their climax was an explosion of almost unbearable bliss, leaving the both of them too spent to do more than simply lay entwined in each other's arms, gulping air as they struggled to catch their breath.

Edward, who had been tired before, was starting to look extremely sleepy now. So, Roy gently cleaned him up then hunted down both of their boxers. Once he was at least a little modestly covered, Roy went out into the apartment and gathered all of their clothes then returned to Ed's room with them, dropping them in a pile beside the bed. "Stay here tonight," mumbled Ed, already mostly asleep.

"Of course, it would be rude of me to leave you all alone," replied Roy, feeling a bit sleepy himself. He lay down beside Ed and wrapped his arm around the smaller man's waist, breathing in the scent of coffee and clean sweat that lingered in his hair. Ed had his back to him, so Roy was able to fold himself around him with ease, and it was only a matter of minutes before both of them fell into the contented slumber of the comfortably sated.
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**Chapter 6**

**_The Stubbornness to Endure_**

Roy woke the next morning to the feeling of Ed trying to squirm free of his grip. Not wanting to let go, he tightened his hold and mumbled something he thought sounded vaguely like, "Where are you going?"

"I have to get in the shower before Al and Winry get here," said Ed, somehow rolling over in his arms so he was facing Roy. Seeing those bright golden orbs first thing in morning filled Roy's chest with a pleasant warmth that instantly brought a smile to his face. "We have to work on my leg today," said Ed with a grimace. "Not my idea of fun, but it is what it is."

"Want to me to stick around for moral support?" asked Roy, giving in to the urge to press a soft kiss to Ed's forehead. He heard Ed let out happy little humming sound before he buried his face in Roy's chest and breathed deeply for a moment, as if trying to inhale him.

"You don't have to," said Ed finally, lifting his head. "I'm sure you have better things to do today."

"Honestly, I can't imagine anything better than spending the day with you," said Roy, and though it was sappy as hell it was no less true. Ed gave him that searching, inquisitive look and Roy figured Ed was trying to see if he was full of it. "Usually I spend Sundays alternately sleeping and watching Netflix. So to answer your questions strictly factually, no I have nothing better to do with my day. You are _at least_ more important than Netflix and naptime."

"Oh, at the very least," said Ed with heavy sarcasm and they both laughed, Ed hitting his arm playfully. "Well, I still have to get in the shower either way. Winry is going to be way too close to parts that smell entirely too much like sex right now."

"Yeesh," said Roy, wincing. "I would say we could shower together, but I don't really have anything clean to change into."

"Actually, I still have some of Mason's old clothes. Those should fit you," said Ed, that devastating sultry look on his face again. "Head into the bathroom – the door directly to the right of mine – and I'll bring in towels and clothes."

Since the bath tub was one those old claw-foot tubs, there was more than enough space to get quick round in before the introduction of quickly chilling water forced them to hurry through the actual washing. Afterwards, they lounged on the couch, Roy's back bolstered against the arm of the couch and Ed nestled between Roy's legs, his back pressed up against Roy's chest. It was mystifying how small Ed could make himself – he was incredibly flexible. Roy was sure that he had never felt so at peace in his life than in that moment, relaxing on Sunday morning with a warm ball of Edward in his arms talking about nothing in particular.

"Okay, so let me ask you a weird question," began Roy. "Why did you put on two pairs of underwear today? I noticed, and I wasn't going to say anything, but the curiosity is killing me." After their shower, Ed had donned a pair of boxer briefs _and _a pair of boxers, and for the life of him Roy couldn't figure out why. It served no purpose except to make it harder to get into Ed's underwear – or get Ed out of them – so of course this was something Roy couldn't help but dedicate a lot of thought to.

Ed laughed softly. "There's actually a good reason for it. When Winry works on my leg, I have to sit around in boxers, but boxers aren't great for . . . _privacy_, if you catch my meaning. So, since I don't want to give her a show, I take precautions."

"So, basically, you're going to be lying around in your underwear all day?" asked Roy then he grinned. "I knew there was a reason I should stick around today." Ed laughed at him again and snuggled closer, leaning up to give him a kiss too gentle for the thought-drowning passion of their kisses the night before. This wasn't an invitation for sex; this was an invitation to comfort. It was soft and sweet and yet more glorious for that.

The front door burst open at that moment, startling the hell out of both of them, and Alphonse stepped into the apartment, shouting, "Brother, you two better be showered and dressed already. I don't need any surprises." Ed let out a wordless snarl and sat up to glare at his brother over the back of the couch. "There's my favorite resting bitch face," said Al, patting his brother on the head like a puppy as he sailed on by. Roy sat up too so he could cover the amused smile he didn't want to Ed to see, but was treated to a pat on the head too. "Good morning Roy." Al wore a smile so sweet butter wouldn't melt in his mouth, but the evil glint in his eye put the lie to that smile. "Did you children behave last night?"

"Not a chance," snorted Ed, snickering. Roy hid his giggles behind Ed's shoulder. "Where's Winry?"

"She's picking up a few things on the way," said Al as he set down plastic bags of Styrofoam containers on the scarred coffee table. "But I figured we could have breakfast while we wait for her. You'll need pain medication later, Brother, and you don't want to take that on an empty stomach."

"Ugh, yeah, that always ends badly," replied Ed, paling. "What'd you get?"

"I went by Dante's so I could use your discount and brought home three different flavors of pancakes plus eggs, bacon, sausage, and wheat toast," announced Al, and Ed looked at the layout like he'd just seen God.

"Another good reason to work at Dante's is that they have the best blueberry pancakes _anywhere_, and they're bread isn't the mass produced bread you buy in the supermarket," Ed explained to Roy. In one swift motion, Ed managed to jump over the back of the couch to land neatly on the other side. Roy just wished he had a score card to hold up, because he'd definitely give Ed a perfect 10 for that move. Ed winked at him over one shoulder then dashed into the kitchen, returning with plates, forks, and syrup. He handed them off to Al then returned to the kitchen to grab the coffee pot and a mug of coffee for his brother. After refilling his and Roy's coffee, he returned the pot to its home then sat down on the couch to finish what he was saying. "They have a deal with the bakery across the street, so all the bread comes from there."

"Speaking of deals, have you called your science pimp back yet?" asked Al, and only sheer luck saved Roy from a spit-take.

"That's what Al calls that CEO I told you about," said Ed, chortling at Roy's shock – but also gently wiping away the little bit of coffee that had splattered on his chin. "I haven't called him yet. Grumman likes to sleep in on Sundays, so I figure I'll call him later in the day."

"Come on Brother, enough procrastinating," scolded the younger Elric with a rather severe frown for his older brother. "Your pride is no excuse. I know you don't want to talk to him, but _you_ know that you have to tell him what's going on. He specified calling him at his house for a reason. If you end up putting it off until tomorrow, you'll have no choice but to talk to him at the office, and that would be counterproductive. If you want this conversation to stay off the record, you have to call him on his personal line."

"All right! All right! I'll fucking call him after breakfast!" surrendered Ed hotly.

"No, Edward, you'll call him now," stated Al, his tone implying dire consequences for disobedience. "You won't be in any state of mind to call _anybody_ later. The food will still be here when you're done."

Ed shot a baleful glare at his brother and got up, stomping off into the bedroom and returning with his laptop and his cell phone. He moved food cartons out of the way and set up his laptop on the coffee table. While it was booting, he went through the contacts on his ancient cheap little cell phone then hit the call button. After a few seconds, it became apparent that the right person answered – at least, Roy really hoped it was the right person considering Ed's greeting.

"Hey Old Fart," said Ed, not even trying to sound respectful – or even polite. "I don't give a shit. You told me to fucking call you, so here's me calling you. Get off your decrepit ass and go to the computer. I need you to log into my secure server so I can give you this file." He balanced the phone between his flesh shoulder and his ear while he waited for the man on the other end to do as he was asked. Meanwhile, Ed was busily searching through the files on his laptop then typing furiously to fill in a monstrously long password. Eventually, a little bar popped up with the word "uploading" above it. "Yeah, it should be there in just a second. While we're waiting, I'll give you the skinny. It's like this . . ." It was at this point that Ed began to fidget, as if nervous about sharing his little story. He hadn't seemed the least bit shy about it before, so it made Roy wonder what would prompt the shift now. "So, you remember I told you that my boss was a fucking perv right?" He listened a moment then laughed without humor. "Yeah, the ass-grabbing incident. Well, somebody suggested to me that the old perv might have a grudge and that the grudge may be the real reason I lost my scholarship. I also thought he might be the reason for the budgeting issues I've been having and the un-fucking-believable amount of time it takes me to get parts and equipment. I mean, shit, your R&D dweebs are giving me plenty of fucking money to get the fucking job done. There should be no reason for me to be struggling this fucking hard. So I took a look at the expense reports – first at the one's I turned in and then at the ones the university turned over to your company. I found discrepancies.

"I suspect that bastard might be pocketing my scholarship money and the missing funding for the project. The problem is, I don't think it's possible for him to do it alone. He'd have to have help, either within the school or within your company. That's why I wanted to be so careful about how secure this little discussion of ours is." Ed clicked on the file he'd just uploaded and told the man on the phone, "All right, open up the spreadsheet. The one on the right is the one I submitted. I keep careful god damn records so you guys know every fucking dime I spend and what I spend it on. You know I've been burned before for not doing that, and I'll never make that fucking mistake again. On the left, you'll see the expense report submitted to your company by the university." He listened for a second then let out a sigh that was more of a growl. "You're just fucking lazy, period, Sunday or not. It's lines 13, 32, 34, 67, and 70. Anyway, I was only able to compare last month's reports. Me and my brother had to wrestle with a fuck of a bear to get that shit." Ed let out an evil little laugh then. "But 'hacking' is such an ugly word. We call it 'exploratory computing'." Ed laughed a little more fully. "Yeah, Grumman, thanks. I'll be careful. And yes, I'll call if I have any more problems from him. Just don't be surprised if I submit my expense report to you _before_ you get it from the University. You can compare them yourself and come out squeaky fucking clean." Ed laughed one more time then hung up, letting out a heavy sigh.

"Wow, you guys work fast," said Roy with an approving nod. "Remind me never to piss you off."

"Speaking of which, I feel it is my brotherly duty to inform you that if you ever hurt my brother, you'll have good reason to find out exactly how fast I can work," said Al, and this time there was no secret to the menace in that supposedly sweet smile. It was enough to send a chill trailing down Roy's spine. "Sorry, we don't have parents to threaten dates on our behalf, so we do it for each other. You should have seen the look on my prom date's face when she walked into the living room and saw Ed sharpening a machete, automail showing and everything. She tried to escape to the kitchen, but Izumi and Sig were cutting giant slabs of meat with huge cleavers. The poor girl was in tears by the time we left."

"I didn't like her," sniffed Ed, unrepentant.

"You're not fooling anybody Brother," said Al, finally surrendering a plate of food to Ed. "You didn't like anybody that hit on me. You didn't even like anybody that hit on _you_, if you even noticed they were hitting on you in the first place. You're so oblivious."

"Fuck off," snapped Ed. "Just eat your food and quit being a pain in my ass."

"No, I think that's R-"

"I will end you," deadpanned Ed, his fork held threateningly close to Alphonse's eye (_when had he moved?_).

"So, changing the subject, what did your sugar daddy, the Science Pimp, have to say about all this?" asked Roy to prevent further argument – and further violence. He was gratified when both boys snickered at his use of their nicknames for the CEO.

"He said he'll quietly drop some hints with the accounting department so they can start looking into the discrepancy. I'm going to hand-deliver him this month's expense report _before_ giving the same report to the university. I also spoke to the financial aid department and got hard copy evidence that the school is still receiving my scholarship money, so now my next hurdle is showing proof that either it isn't being applied to my education or that I'm paying out of pocket for something that's already paid for by scholarship," Ed explained to him as he ate. Ed wasn't big on table manners most of the time, so he had no compunction about talking with his mouth full. Roy didn't really mind. For some reason he actually thought it was kind of cute, and he enjoyed the shocked and annoyed stares of those who didn't share that opinion. It might be a little twisted, but people's reactions to Ed's rough manners and rougher language amused him. It was part of what made hanging out with Ed so much fun.

But people didn't only react by recoiling. Taking Ed anywhere was like dropping a flashlight among cavemen. As expected, some would be afraid of the obviously foreign object, but others would be naturally drawn to its light. When they were in public together, Roy could see quite a few people fall victim to the magnetism of Ed's presence. If Ed was in a room then it was impossible not to acknowledge him, because the sheer force of his personality filled every room he stood in, brutally crowding out all other lesser personalities. Nuclear explosions couldn't match the force of one stare from Edward's luminous eyes. No doubt it was a primary cause for Ed being bullied and sexually harassed – the strength of his charisma elicited equally strong reactions in return. It wasn't his fault. His charisma was simply another force of nature, and as with all forces of nature, the only recourse was to wait for it to hit then get ready for damage control. Roy figured, after a lifetime spent with Ed, Al's crisis management skills were probably top notch. No doubt he'd be just fine in the bomb squad and would find it soothing after so many years of Ed fallout.

"You do realize that smirk makes you look like a total bastard, right?" commented Ed with a sideways glare at Roy. But then he shrugged and kissed Roy on the cheek to take the sting out, a little bit of syrup residue on his lips making the kiss sticky – which made it very hard not to turn his head enjoy a more thorough sticky, syrup-flavored kiss . . . but he resisted out of respect for Al. "But that's all right. I've already figured out that 'bastard' is your default setting and have decided to roll with it. Aren't I fucking charitable? But don't think it means I won't break your teeth for you if you're too fucking much of a bastard."

"I would prefer not. I think I'd look silly with dentures," said Roy with a comical wince, and Ed grinned at him.

"Ah, come on," said Ed, smiling in such a way that his nose wrinkled (_ridiculously_ cute). "We could just knock out the eye-teeth. Then we could get you some vampire dentures, throw some glitter on you and the ladies will eat you alive."

"I refuse to sparkle," said Roy adamantly. "Altho~ugh . . . I do know this one guy who kinda seems to sparkle on his own but he's just . . . hm, let's just say he's a _unique_ individual. I'd say we could give him vampire fangs, but he's creepy enough already."

"Now I almost kinda wanna meet this guy," said Ed, laughing along with his brother.

Winry arrived then with the three of them deciding who would be most creepy as a sparkly vampire – throwing in various balding or overweight professors and a few more famous personages – but because she was Winry, she just took in stride. She was toting her tool box and dragging a plastic suitcase strapped to a dolly. "Hey Roy! I didn't know if you'd still be here," she said after greeting Al with a kiss – to which Ed made a little "bleh" face. "I would've thought you'd have gone home by now." She gave him a strange, almost assessing look as if trying to determine something.

"Don't worry, I already gave him the shovel speech," said Al with a bright smile, and that seemed to let Winry know she could relax her guard a little.

"So, have the boys told you what's going to happen?" she asked Roy. "If you're sticking around, you should be made aware."

"You explained a little bit before," Roy reminded her and she nodded. Ed tensed where he sat, but said nothing.

"Detaching the leg won't be a big deal, but Ed gets a bit . . . cranky when he's without it. I can't blame him. He hasn't had to use a crutch all that much so he's not good at it. Basically, he's stuck not being able to get around well, but he's a brat who hates asking for help – even when he _really should_," the last part was said with a wrench in her hand pointed threateningly at Ed who stuck his tongue out at her but still ducked, just in case. "Anyway, at least today it probably won't be for long. So yeah, detachment won't be an issue. Reattachment, on the other hand, will be a big issue. It's extremely painful. Ed's tough and can take it, but afterwards he'll be pretty exhausted and won't be able to move around at all for a while. That means the rest of us need to make sure he eats something and gets plenty of fluids and pain meds. It'll be a day or two before he's completely back to normal. Nerve pain is no joke."

"I'll stick around to help out until he's back on his feet, if nobody minds me being here," said Roy without hesitation. Ed blushed from chin to eyebrows, suddenly very interested in stacking the breakfast dishes and Styrofoam containers. "I'll just need to go home at some point for a proper change of clothes. I only have a couple classes tomorrow, so it's no big deal." Ed suddenly stopped and turned, all but pouncing and wrapping his arms around Roy's waist. He didn't say a word, but Roy caught the "thank you" loud and clear. He wrapped his arms around Ed in return and kissed the top of his head to acknowledge the unspoken gratitude.

"All right you two, I would say get a room, but there's no time for hanky panky," scolded Winry teasingly, her eyes dancing with good humor. "You ready Ed?" Ed sighed but released Roy and nodded, getting to his feet. Roy got up too, ready to do whatever was needed. The first thing they did was clear away the breakfast debris then they stood the coffee table up against one of the book cases – since there was no wall to stand it up against – and pushed the couch and chair out of the way.

Al dragged out what looked like a portable massage table and set it up while Winry went to get a set of sheets out of the cupboard. They sheets were old and tattered and covered in old stains that looked an awful lot like blood and . . . was that motor oil? They were also ripped in places in such a way that Roy was fairly sure that Ed's automail hand had been the culprit. Once the sheets were folded in half then spread neatly over the massage table, Winry opened the big suitcase and pulled out a sort of collapsible rolling stool which she set aside for Alphonse to assemble. She also pulled out a small stainless steel tray which she sat atop a collapsible stand on castors. There were surgical instruments inside the case, kept in sterile packages, but she left those in there. What she did set out on the table was allen wrenches, spanners, screwdrivers, and other mechanic's tools, so that it looked like she was about to perform surgery on somebody's car. She even set out a couple squeeze bottles full of what looked like oil.

Edward was calm through the whole set up, helping Winry prepare her tools and reasonably sterilize her working environment. When the time came to take off his pants, however, Roy could see his hands trembling slightly on the waistband of his sweats, and he knew it wasn't because Edward was body shy. Ed hopped up onto the table, and Al put a pillow under his head, making sure he was as comfortable as possible. That Alphonse looked almost more nervous than Ed didn't help Roy's nerves one little bit. Watching Winry dawn surgical mask and safety goggles, somehow made it worse.

Roy and Al were banished to the couch to wait so they wouldn't be in Winry's light, so all they could do was watch as Winry carefully started to detached the metal leg from its port. Ed let out a soft gasp as the leg began pulling out of the port and Winry looked up, apparently surprised. "I think I was right about the loose connection because it just twinged like a bitch," Ed told her and she nodded.

With a sound like a vacuum seal releasing the leg came free, and Winry stood it up in front of her, looking down into the top of it. She attached a little magnifying glass to the safety goggles then examined the leg more closely. "You're right. I'm not seeing anything wrong with it. I was worried that I might have to replace a connector or something. But let me check the port just to be sure." She leaned in to examine the port just as closely as she had the leg, and Roy could understand why Ed had been so insistent on a shower and an extra pair of underwear. She was less than a foot from his more private bits. "There's a little bit of irritation, but I think that's just because you walked around with the loose connection for too long. I'm going to hit it with the anti-inflammatory just to be on the safe side then we can go ahead and reattach." Winry reached into the suitcase again and pulled out surgical gloves and a needle so long it even made Roy nauseous, and he wasn't even the intended victim. Ed shuddered at the sight of the needle and grabbed the sides of the table, the knuckles of his flesh hand white with the strength of his grip. "You boys need to come hold him down."

"Come on Roy, it'll take both of us," said Al, sounding resigned. "I'll get his arms and other leg. You get his shoulders." Al showed him how best to grip Ed's shoulders to seal his movements without hurting him – or getting hurt. Al all but laid across his brother's stomach, gripping Ed's wrists with his hands while using his full body weight to keep his upper arms from moving and throwing one leg on the table to pin Ed's flesh leg. "Brother hates needles, and things like this are the reason why."

Winry looked at Ed with something like sympathy and regret, but when Ed gave her a short nod, she slowly inserted the long needle into the automail port. Ed's entire body became instantly taut, and if it weren't for Al and Roy, Edward would have all but jumped off the table. The muscles in his neck stood out sharply as he gritted his teeth, eyes clenched tightly shut as his face turned dark red from the strain of holding back a scream. Winry pulled out the needle and Edward's body went limp once more. "Now, breathe for a second Ed. Let me know when you're ready," said Winry as set the leg on the table, getting it into position. She pushed it into the port, three loud clicks sounding as if it was locking in place. She inserted her largest allen wrench into some socket that Roy couldn't see from his angle, and she paused as if waiting.

"Do it," said Ed breathlessly, sweat glistening brightly on his furrowed brow.

"Brace yourself boys, now comes the hard part," said Winry unhappily. She turned the wrench hard, and not even Ed's clenched teeth could completely hold back the scream. Roy had thought it couldn't get much worse than the injection, but he was so wrong. The tension in Ed's body was such that he couldn't even clench his fists. Instead his hands were stretched out, splayed as far as they could go. Every singled muscle in his body so rigid every overstretched sinew beneath his skin. It took all of Roy and Al's weight to hold him down, and it seemed to go on for an eternity. Roy was almost in tears with the strength of the sympathy he felt for young blonde's suffering. Al didn't look much better off, because though he didn't let his tears fall, they glittered wetly on his eyelashes. Neither of them dared cry for the young man on the table, but both had reached a silent accord because in this they were in complete agreement. Ed may be holding back, trying to be strong so he didn't upset the rest of them, but those for whom he was being strong were trying just as hard to be strong for him.

When the tension finally left Ed's body, Roy and Al released him and stepped back a little. To Roy's surprise, Ed grabbed his hand weakly and gave it a tiny squeeze. Roy squeezed back, offering the young man as fond a smile as he could. With the level of Ed's pride, he would never tolerate pity, so Roy made sure to scrub all signs of any such thing from his face. Winry added oil to the artificial joints and gently polished the steel. When she was done, she said, "Let's put him on the couch and clean this up."

Roy and Al moved the pillow to the couch and fetched blankets from Ed's bed. With the couch transformed into a comfy nest, Roy did the honors of carrying Ed over to it. It wasn't as easy as he'd thought it would be, though. He'd thought since Ed was fairly small, he wouldn't weigh much, but the automail weighed a ton, not to mention the fact that Ed was solid muscle and muscle weighed more than fat. And Roy had to be really careful too because even lifting Ed made the younger man cringe.

"It's his nerves," explained Al miserably. "This always makes all of his nerves more sensitive. The worst of the sensitivity will pass in a couple hours though, and he usually sleeps through it. After that it'll just be the leg that's sensitive." Al crouched beside the couch, laying a loving hand on his brother's tangled hair. "This is so hard on him. It just kills me every single time."

" 'm fine Al," said Edward hoarsely, his eyes still closed. "No worries little brother."

"I'll get you some water," said Al before getting up and hurrying away before anybody but Roy could see the tear that finally escaped his control.

Not knowing what else to do with himself, Roy sat on the floor in front of the couch next to Ed's head and used the softest touch to brush the hair from where it had stuck to the sweat on Ed's brow. Against all expectations, and despite the incredible pain he was in, the light was entirely Ed's hadn't diminished one iota. He seemed oddly vulnerable, but at the same time still magnificent. And the fact that he was trusting Roy to see him while he was at his most vulnerable, gave Roy a huge swell of pride. How was it possible to have become so deeply entwined with this man so easily? Roy hadn't even noticed it happening. He supposed that was the danger of going with the flow. Sometimes the flow could carry you along to unexpected places if you let it. But, as he tried to comfort the miserable young man, Roy decided that, although the place he found himself was not at all where he thought he'd end up, he really didn't mind.
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**Chapter 7**

**_Rude Awakening_**

Sunday night – or possibly Monday morning since it was late enough that there was no telling which – Roy woke to an annoying beeping sound coming from, of all places, the laundry hamper. It took him a moment to remember that he was sleeping in Ed's room, which would certainly explain the warm body he was spooning with at that moment. However, the more important question seemed to be, what the hell was making that obnoxious beeping?

Edward was still pretty tired, despite the fact that he had spent the rest of Sunday drowsing off and on as he recovered from the reattachment of his automail. Eventually, he'd let Roy onto the couch with him, and the four of them – Roy and Ed, Al and Winry – had settled in to watch movies together. For dinner, Roy volunteered to cook, but Winry and Al were the ones to buy the ingredients. Overall, it had been a wonderful way to spend a Sunday evening. After all was said and done, Roy carried Ed to bed. Edward had huffed and looked annoyed about it, but he didn't complain except to say, "Don't come crying to me when you put your back out."

Roy was just about to extract himself from Ed to find the source of the beeping, when Ed suddenly sat up, blinking owlishly into the dark room. "Shit!" he hissed. He bent down over the edge of the bed to dig around in the hamper until he had pulled out a small device that looked like a pager. "Shit!"

"What is it?" asked Roy, sounding more awake than he felt.

"It's the alarm on my lab," replied Ed fuzzily. That was enough to drive the sleepy from Roy's mind. "Shit!" muttered Edward again, desperately trying to rub the sleep from his eyes. "Where the fuck did I put those fucking crutches?"

"Let one of us go to the lab for you," said Roy, sitting up.

"Can't," said Ed, shaking his head. "I could get sued for giving out the alarm code to anybody. I've got enough shit on my plate right now without trying to explain why I broke security protocols because I didn't feel like getting off my dead ass when the alarm went off." One good thing about Ed's room being so small was that he could reach nearly everything without ever getting out of bed. His dresser was his nightstand, so all he had to do was turn and dig around to grab something to put on. It was the getting dressed part that was difficult. When Ed stood pull his pants up, it was obvious that his leg was still in a lot of pain. Roy put on his own clothes fairly quickly by comparison. "Can you please wake up Al? Just knock on his door and tell him I need him. He'll wake right up when he hears my name. Just don't be too shocked by the bedhead."

"I've seen _your_ bedhead. Somehow, I think his might pale by comparison," quipped Roy, but he made sure he was halfway out the door before he said it. He shouldn't have been so overconfident, though, because Alphonse's bedhead was ten times worse than Edward's. It was so stunningly bad that Roy had to not only do a double-take, but it also took a full minute to kick his brain to mouth connection back into place. "The alarm is going off on Edward's lab," Roy finally explained. Al – who rarely cursed – actually hissed a few swear words then disappeared back into his room. The brothers both tumbled out of their rooms at about the same time, Edward trying wrestle with crutches while clutching a brush, and Alphonse trying to put on his jacket and smooth down his impressive bedhead.

"I just hope this isn't another door fault alarm?" mumbled Al, still not sounding all that coherent. The brothers each poured a cup of the cold coffee from the day before and slugged it back like they were doing shots. Roy would have done the same, but he didn't think he was up for quite that much adventure just yet. If nothing else, he could grab a cup of coffee at the lab. "Brother, do you have your wallet? Lab keys? Lab ID?"

"Yeah," replied Ed, pausing to pat his pockets then nodding.

"We'll take the van. You're not well enough yet for anything smaller," announced Alphonse, and just like that, all three of them were out the door. They went downstairs to the apartment building's parking lot where Al opened up a huge dingy old van that looked like it had once belonged to a church or a retirement home. "I know, she's ugly. Ed and Winry call her Vanzilla But we needed to have as large a vehicle as possible. You may have noticed, but Ed's not very comfortable in cars. He has no problem with buses and larger vehicles though – well, less of a problem anyway. He's much less likely to get sick, and it's not nearly as stressful. We got this thing cheap and had Winry help get her fixed up. The bonus is that we can also haul heavy equipment and fit things like crutches in here easily. And we rigged an extra seatbelt so that we can belt somebody in who's laying down. Which is exactly what I want you doing right now Ed. Get in the back."

"Yes _sir_, jeez," grumbled Ed as he carefully climbed into the back of the van. There were two long bench seats in the back with space behind the second bench seat left open for cargo. The van was very tidy, probably because Ed didn't spend much time in it. Roy was learning that Ed tended to introduce a high degree of chaos into every space he occupied for longer than a few minutes.

Al pulled out a couple pillows that had apparently been hidden in the back cargo space and pretty much threw them at Ed while he was trying to get settled. "Al gets grumpy when he hasn't had enough sleep," Ed warned Roy just loud enough for him to hear but not loud enough for Al to overhear. "Just, you know, heads up."

"Got it," said Roy, casting a wary look toward the younger – and apparently grumpier – Elric brother as he walked around the van to the driver's side. Roy helped Ed get settled comfortably then jumped in on the passenger side.

Al drove as quickly as he could, but he still drove with extreme caution so as not to perturb Edward. Admittedly, Ed seemed less strained than he usually was in a car, but he was still rather jittery. Knowing how Ed had lost his limbs, his mother, and almost his brother too, Roy could hardly blame him for his general dislike of vehicles. If it had happened to Roy, he'd probably be just as freaked out. It was like somebody who had been stabbed becoming frightened of knives forever after. It wasn't good, by any stretch, but it was totally understandable.

When they reached the lab, they could already hear the wail of the alarm as they approached the building. Once they'd entered, the first thing Roy noticed was that there was no security guard behind the desk. There was _always_ a security guard. Those who worked out of the university labs kept strange hours, so there was no telling when any of the students or professors might wander in to do some work. It didn't matter that the lab was supposed to be closed on Sunday. That hadn't stopped anybody from stopping in before. That's why, day or night, the lights were always on and there was always security 7 days a week.

Disconcerted by the absence of the guard, Roy entered the corridor cautiously looking around for anything that might look out of place. Al passed him and easily jumped over the desk to bypass the metal detector then flipped the switch to turn it off so his brother could enter without setting it off. While Al was still behind the desk, he hunched forward to look down at the security monitors. After a moment of watching the screens, he let out a little sound of alarm and took off running down the hall. Ed and Roy followed more slowly since Ed really couldn't move any faster than he already was, and Roy wasn't leaving Ed alone in a possibly dangerous situation. Ed might not be entirely defenseless at that moment, but he wasn't exactly at the top of his game either, and Roy would rather be safe than sorry.

Upon finally reaching the second floor, they found what had so startled Alphonse. The security guard was lying on the floor, a small pool of blood under his head. "He has a moderate to severe concussion," Al told them as they neared him. He had to practically yell to be heard over the alarm so close to the banshee wail's source. "Pupillary response is uneven, but breathing and pulse are steady. The blood is from the contusion. It looks like blunt force trauma. I've already called 9-1-1. Ed, please, don't freak out when you get over here." Al looked up at his brother with overflowing sympathy then cast a quick glance at the lab's open door then back at his brother. "I know this is going to be upsetting, but I want you to try to stay calm, okay?"

Ed hobbled forward a little faster, and when he got to the open door, the crutches fell from suddenly limp hands. He swayed on his feet a little, almost as if he was about to faint. Ed's expression was one of pure shock, but it wasn't long before his stunned expression was shoved aside violently in favor of pure, unadulterated rage. "What the actual fuck?! Why the fuck would . . .?! Don't they know what the fuck I'm trying to fucking do here?! Who the fuck would do this shit?! What the fuck?!" Ed limped forward into the lab, abandoning the crutches altogether. Roy rushed over and froze in the doorway, just as shocked as Ed.

To say that the lab had been trashed would be a grave injustice to the actual damage done to it. The desk was overturned and every piece of equipment not nailed down was smashed. All of the notes that had covered the tables and desk were gone. The machine that Ed had built with his own two hands and ample application of his pure brilliance was completely gutted, panels and parts strewn all over the room. "Years of fucking work . . . _years_ of work . . . gone. All of it's fucking gone! I was so close! So fucking close! But _now_ . . . what the fuck am I supposed to do now?"

The despair mixing in with the fury in Ed's voice was heartbreaking to hear. Roy could truly understand Ed's pain. If it had been Roy's lab, he would be feeling just as lost, just as hurt and enraged. Those like Ed and Roy and the other students in the labs poured their souls into their work. They gave up sleep, skipped meals and showers, missed out on spending time with family and friends. They sacrificed everything to reach their goals. To be so close to that goal and have it torn away for no good reason would be like . . . well, like losing a limb.

Almost instinctively, Roy gathered Ed into his arms. He almost expected the younger man to push him away or fight his hold, but Ed was in such a sorry state that he practically collapsed into Roy's arms. He grabbed the front of Roy's shirt in his fists, his whole body shaking with raw emotion. He didn't produce a single tear, but somehow it still felt as though he was weeping. After a moment, Al joined them, rubbing soothing circles in Ed's back with one hand. That's all they could do for him for now, just comfort him until he could find his feet on his own.

"Brother, I'll go wait for the ambulance and police so I can let them in," said Al quietly. Ed didn't indicate that he'd heard, but Roy nodded to let him know he would continue taking care of Ed in the younger brother's absence.

"Come on, Ed, we'll go down to my lab so we can sit down. Standing here isn't going to do any good," said Roy tentatively. After a long moment Ed finally nodded, and Roy turned so that they could walk side-by-side with Ed tucked under his arm, one arm around Roy's waist for support. They paused by the door for Ed to finally type the alarm code into the keypad, shutting off the hideous wail, then made their slow way down to the ground floor. Downstairs, Roy opened his lab and turned on the lights then settled Ed in the nearest chair. "Do you want me to go get you some coffee? Tasting that sludge is nothing if not distracting."

Ed's eyes, usually so bright and full of fire, were now dull and lifeless. His expressive face had become little more than a mask, showing no emotion at all anymore, as if he had reverted to a state of shock. He gave Roy a slow minimal nod, and Roy hurried over to the kitchen, returning with two Styrofoam cups full of sludge – Roy's cup mixed liberally with sugar and creamer. After the first sip, both men grimaced. Not much else needed to be said about the vaguely coffee-flavored tar – at least, not much that hadn't already been said a thousand times before.

"I . . . I need to call the old man . . . fuck," muttered Ed miserably, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. He dialed and waited while it rang a few times. There apparently wasn't an answer so Ed tried again, and seemed relieved when someone picked up. "Hey old man, this is Ed," said Edward, sounding as if he was making an effort to come across as calm but couldn't quite make it work. "Um, I'm sorry . . . I know it's late, but there's been a serious problem . . ." He stopped as if he was listening to something then sighed. "No, I'm fine and Al's fine too. But the lab . . . there's been a major security breech . . . _fuck_, those mother fuckers trashed _everything_ and it looks they got all my fucking notes and the machine is in a couple thousand fucking pieces . . . I just . . . I just thought you should know." The level of hysteria in his voice rose and fell in waves throughout his broken explanation and when he was done he listened for a little while, occasionally responding with a simple "yes" or "no". "I wouldn't be so sure about that. I wish I was there. If I had been here could have kicked the mother fucker's ass and sent 'em packing before they could lay their grubby fucking hands on my god-damn machine!" He sighed again, closing his eyes and forcing a deep breath in then out very slowly. "Look, I _know_ I have fucking back-ups. And I have back-ups for my back-ups. But there were more than just notes for this project in that book. I never just work on one thing. Some of that shit was irre-fucking-placeable. I've had that fucking journal for 6 fucking years, old man! I've been building and perfecting that time-eating, patience-burning, soul-sucking, brain-gnawing fucking machine for the last two fucking years! That bastard was my fucking life for the last _two fucking years_! I want my two god damn years back! How are you going to fucking _replace_ that? Huh? You fucking tell me that! I can't pay for another two years of school just so I can fix this! I can't! I don't have enough funding left to rebuild that fucking thing from scratch! And what am I supposed to do about my fucking thesis?! My thesis advisor is already threatening me as it is! If I don't have some results soon, I could lose my spot and with it a good portion of my income and my future income too! You can't just wave a magic fucking money wand and make this go away you old geezer!"

"Edward, give me the phone," said Alphonse calmly, and Roy turned to see Al standing in the door. Blue and red lights could be seen reflecting on the satin finish walls of the corridor, and paramedics were already striding toward the elevator wheeling a gurney. Police entered right behind the paramedics, stopping to look expectantly at the occupants of the lab. With a wordless growl Ed handed the phone to his brother who walked away already talking to the old CEO in a much calmer tone.

"Are you Edward Elric?" asked one of the police officers, looking at Roy.

"I am," corrected Edward, sounding defeated and weary.

"Sir, if you could show us to the scene of the break in, please," requested the officer in that polite but authoritative tone unique to law and enforcement. Ed nodded slowly then looked to Roy in silent entreaty. He didn't have to say a word. Roy understood. He moved in closer and helped Ed stand then supported him as he limped along. "Are you injured too, sir?"

"No," said Ed flatly. "Automail malfunction." The police officer's face did a funny sort of transformation, first shifting to annoyance at the terse answer then flipping to understanding before finally settling on discomfort. Most people just didn't know how to deal with those who weren't "whole". No doubt Ed was used to dealing with such reactions, and from the set of his jaw, wasn't a fan.

Roy couldn't see why people would get so uptight about automail. Too many people still considered those who wore automail to be "crippled" or "disabled", but nothing could be further from the truth. Edward had four perfectly fine working limbs. Two of them just happened to be made of metal. It's true there were precautions to consider and maintenance to keep up, but the same could said of flesh and blood limbs. It's just the procedures that were different. Skin used lotions to keep its shine, automail used polish. Real limbs used pills to treat stiff joints, automail used oil. When a real limb was injured you called a doctor, and when automail broke down you called a mechanic. It's true the weight could be prohibitive, but physical therapy took care of that. In general, automailers were a more determined more diligent group of people if only because having automail required it of them. Moreover, the strength differential was _unreal_. Edward could feasibly stop a bullet with his automail arm and get nothing more than a dent while a real limb would be just so much hamburger. So, if anything, automailers were _more_ able-bodied than those who had all their natural limbs. It hardly seemed fair to persecute them because they happened to have the rotten luck to lose what they were born with and yet had the guts to find a way to take it back. If anything, such people should be admired – for their moxy if nothing else.

They reached the lab, and Roy could see the sight of it hit Edward like a punch in the gut all over again. The police officer drew even with them. "Are these your crutches sir?" he asked, pointing down with his pen.

"Yeah, I used them to get here," answered Edward absently, his eyes still trained on the wreckage. "I dropped them when I saw . . ." Ed gestured vaguely at the mess. "My brother was already checking on the security guard, Howard Kessler."

"And what brought you up here so late at night?" asked the officer.

"I have this," said Ed, forcing himself to look away from the lab as he pulled the little pager-like device from its clip at his waistband. "It notifies me when the alarm on my lab goes off. The project I was working on was confidential. Amestris Pharmaceuticals is funding my research, and they want it kept under wraps until I'm ready to publish my findings."

"And what exactly is it you're researching?" asked the officer.

"You'll have to ask the pharma bigwigs. I'm contractually obligated to keep my big fucking mouth shut," replied Ed with a heavy sigh. "But I can tell you this, there's nearly half a million dollars' worth of equipment and man hours in that lab and now . . . it's just a big ass pile of shit I have to haul out to the dumpster."

"Can you at least give me a rough idea of what the research is about? It doesn't have to be anything specific, but we'll need to know as a point of reference for the investigation," persisted the officer.

"Yeah, my contract says I can tell you that much at least," said Ed with second heavy sigh in as many minutes. He looked so tired.

"I hate to interrupt, but maybe we should sit down first. It's the middle of the night and this has been an understandably stressful situation after a fairly difficult day. I'm sure this would go easier for all of us if we could make ourselves a bit more comfortable," suggested Roy smoothly. They went into the lab and the first thing Roy did was right Edward's overturned chair, rolling it over for Ed to sit on. He then found a couple of metal rolling stools and cranked up the height of the seats a little so the three of them were all more or less eye level, after which Roy and the officer sat down as well.

"Now, Mr. Elric, could you please continue?"

"Yeah, I'm researching something that I found that has the potential to stop if not reverse bone and tissue loss caused by degenerative diseases," explained Edward with a pained look. His eyes darted around the ruined lab, his face becoming pinched. "I could have done so much good . . . that's all I've ever wanted to do. That's what _she_ always wanted us to do. She said that not everybody has the power to change the world, but those who do have an obligation do so. She believed that my brother and I could do serious good in the world, and we promised her we would. We've worked very hard to never break that promise."

"Who's this 'she'?" asked the police officer, but Roy didn't need to ask. He knew. It was the reverence of his tone, the grief-tinged love in his eyes, the apology in his slumped shoulders.

"Our mom," replied Ed, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Does she live in Central?" asked the officer, but Roy could see in his eyes that he'd already figured out the woman was deceased but needed to have it confirmed.

"She doesn't _live_ anywhere," answered Ed impatiently.

"And what about your father? Does he live in Central?"

"What does that bastard have to do with my wrecked lab?" growled Ed, a threat whispering through his eyes and tensed body.

"Sabotage of this nature, and especially on this scale, can often have personal motivations," explained the officer apologetically. "Is your father also deceased perhaps?"

"I wish," muttered Ed. "But no, that asshole's still kicking, but fuck only knows where. I can tell you this though, he couldn't have anything to do with this. He'd have to actually be willing to be in the same fucking city as us – fuck, the same fucking _country_!"

"How long have you been estranged?"

"He fucked off to hell-knows-where when we were little – age three for me, age two for my brother – and we haven't seen that bastard since," replied Edward angrily. "He didn't even come back for our mom's funeral. You'd think the least that worthless asshole could do was come check on his sons in the fucking hospital."

"And your brother . . . you said he was the one who checked on the downed security guard, correct? Did you come here together?"

Edward tensed even more at hearing the subtle hint of veiled accusation. Without waiting for fur anything more overt, Ed moved to dispel the officer's doubt. "His name is Alphonse Elric. We live together. The three of us were sleeping at mine and Al's apartment when the alarm went off. Al drove us here," Ed explained, his tone even but making obvious his ire.

"And you are, sir?" asked the officer, turning to Roy.

"Roy Mustang," replied Roy simply. The best way to deal with law enforcement was to answer only the questions they asked, and elaborate only when it was necessary to steer the conversation. Although it was rarely a good idea to try to steer such a conversation, sometimes it had to be done – for instance, when protecting secrets or avoiding misconceptions.

"How do you know the Elrics?" asked the officer.

Roy cast a quick look to Edward for permission, and Ed nodded with his third heavy sigh. "I have a research lab downstairs. I'm working on my doctoral thesis as well. Edward and I became acquainted recently, and even more recently began seeing each other."

The cop's flinch was nearly imperceptible, but to someone like Roy who read people like books, it was obvious as a neon sign in an Amish village. "So, is that reason you were at their apartment with them this evening, for a date?"

"No, I was there as moral support," answered Roy, letting a little of his annoyance at the increasingly intrusive questions show through. In the same terse tone Edward had used before, he said, "Like he said, automail malfunction."

"I hate to ask," began the officer uncomfortably. "What was the nature of this malfunction?"

"A couple days ago I slipped and fell. It knocked one of the connectors loose from the receptor that's grafted directly onto the nerve endings in what's left of my leg. When the connectors get loose like that, I can feel it all the way up the nerve pathway like a jolt of electricity and it sucks," explained Ed impatiently. "Look, I could give you the whole breakdown of Automail 101, but it would take way too fucking long. The upshot is that my mechanic had to pull the leg off to fix the damn thing and putting it back on sucks harder than the loose fucking connector did. My current state of misery is the end result."

"I see," said the officer, making another note in his little notepad before turning back to Roy. "You say you work out of one of the labs here. What field do you study?"

"I'm in physics focusing in the area of thermodynamics," replied Roy, also losing his patience, but hiding it better.

"Mr. Elric, does anybody work in this lab with you? An assistant maybe, or any fellow students?"

"No, I don't like other people getting underfoot," sniffed Edward.

"Do you have any rivals researching anything similar? Was there maybe anybody up for the same funding you received or maybe bidding for the same project?"

"No chance," snorted Ed. "This discovery was mine in the first place. The theory that came out of the discovery was mine too. The research has been entirely structured by nobody but me. The only people who even know what the fuck I'm doing here are the corporate jackals I report my expenses to, the dean of the University, and my thesis advisor. What I've got going . . . what I _had_ going was revolutionary, something nobody's figured out before or since. I fucking checked before I told my thesis advisor. Amestris approached _me_, not the other way around. They've been hounding me to do a project for them ever since my last big discovery. When I needed funding for this, I told them what I'd found, and they begged me to let them in."

"Could there maybe be any enemies you made during previous research projects, rivals who were angry at your success, or maybe somebody who wanted to be a part of your projects that felt slighted or left out?" asked the officer, and he was starting to get a look on his face like maybe he was getting more than a little anxious to get away. Having been subjected to Ed's burning hostility himself, even if it was just once, Roy could almost sympathize with the man's need to escape.

"There's no telling," said Ed with a disdainful shrug. "Look, I'm not exactly Miss Congeniality. A lot of people don't like me. But I'm doing this shit to impress anybody. I don't care if they like me as long as they leave me the fuck alone to keep working. Mostly, I just keep to myself. I have a few close friends, and my foster parents, but that's pretty much it. I spend 90% of my day either in this lab or in the science building. The other 10% I'm at work or trying to catch up on lost sleep. I don't have time to piss anybody off enough to do shit like this. My research _is_ my life."

"You say 'work', where is it that you work?"

"I teach a few classes here, I work part-time at Dante's – a diner up the road – and I tutor off and on when rent's tight. The student outreach people set up the tutoring gigs," replied Ed, sounding tired again. "And before you ask, it's not possible that I could have pissed off anybody at the diner enough for this kind of shit either. And none of the kids I've tutored would have a reason to do this shit either."

"Sorry for interrupting," said Al shyly from the doorway. "Mr. Grumman is here, Brother. He wants to see the lab."

"Sure," said Ed, closing his eyes and letting out yet another heavy sigh. The old man that entered the doorway and froze just like the rest of them had was decidedly an odd individual. He had gray hair, thin on the top but trimmed neatly on the sides, a strangely pointy mustache, and a pair of round-framed glasses. He was dressed in a set of blue PJ's with little teddy bears on them and a pair of fuzzy teddy bear slippers with a long expensive-looking brown overcoat.

"Good God Edward, whose Wheaties did you have to piss in for this mess?" asked the man, awed.

"Well, I fucking well told you at the start that I'm a damn bad luck magnet. It's your own fucking fault if you didn't believe me," countered Ed hotly. "And what the fuck happened to your state of the art security system? It did fuck all to stop this jerk-off from trashing my work!"

"I'm sorry sir, but I can't let you enter an active crime scene," said the officer, getting to his feet to stop the old man at the door.

"It's all right. He's the man who's paying for this glorious fucking waste of my fucking time," said Ed with sarcasm bordering on hysteria.

"Seriously, Edward, are you all right? Thank God this happened on a Sunday night," said the man, brushing right past the well-meaning officer and going straight to Ed's side. He laid a hand on Ed's shoulder, looking for all the world like a doting grandfather trying to comfort his favorite grandson. "Any other night and you would have been here. You could have been hurt or worse."

"I'd like to see the fuckwad that could beat me down," snorted Ed, lifting his head defiantly as his spine straightened. The gleam in his eyes was nothing short of indomitable, and more than a little dangerous. "I'm Edward mother-fucking Elric. The man who can beat me in a fight ain't even been fucking born. You've seen my trophies. There ain't a single second or third place in there. And that was _before_ the automail. Now I have right hook like a fucking freight train. I dare those bastards to try me."

"And yet you still can't beat your teacher," pointed out the old man, clearly teasing.

"I said 'no _man_'. Teacher's not a man," stated Ed bluntly. "I kinda wonder if she's even human."

"Maybe you'll beat her one day," said Mr. Grumman, looking at Ed from the corner of his eye. "Probably not until you're _taller_. I hear men don't stop growing until they're thirty, so there might still be hope for you."

"WHO ARE YOU CALLING SO SHORT HE HAS TO LOOK UP AT A MICROORGANISM?!" exploded Ed, and Mr. Grumman laughed loudly.

"Well, now, that's more like it," said Mr. Grumman with a knowing smile. "It gave me the heebie jeebies to see you looking so down. It's just not like you. I bet on you in the first place because you're a spitfire and you never back down. What do you intend to do now?"

"I don't know yet," said Ed, deflating again as his eyes once more scanned the debris. "I guess I'll have to give the cops a few days to go over everything. After that I can go through and see what can be salvaged and what'll have to be replaced. I can . . . I can rebuild the machine, but . . . old man, I'm running out of time. I can do the work. But, most of the parts for that machine I had to machine myself and that takes time, materials, resources. In the meantime, what am I supposed to do about my fucking thesis?"

"Look, you'll have a few days to figure things out while the police search for evidence. Talk to your thesis advisor tomorrow, and I'll have a little word with your dean about this situation. For now, I don't want you alone with that man, so leave dealing with him to me. I'll also have a word with the board tomorrow, and hopefully we can find a way through this. You just stick to our deal," said the old man, and Edward nodded. "You stick to the science stuff and I'll make sure you can keep doing the science."

"Sir, you're in charge of the funding for this project?" asked the officer turning his focus to the old man who looked to him as if only just realizing he was there.

"Yes, young man, I do believe that's what Elric told you," replied the old man. Roy had to do a double-take because he had just heard the slickest bit of double-talk in the history of the sport – not confirming anything nor denying anything, and said so smoothly the officer didn't even realize the old man had dodged the question. As if realizing Roy had spotted the comment for what it was, Grumman looked at Roy out of the corner of his eye and actually gave him a subtle wink. "Matthew Grumman, CEO of Amestris Pharmaceuticals. Mr. Elric has been of particular interest to us since his work with implant rejection . . . wasn't that four years ago?"

"Something like that," said Ed with a shrug. The officer looked to Edward as if he was about to ask for clarification, but Ed held up a hand to forestall him. "I created a drug that exponentially reduces the risk of implant rejection, whether it's organ implants or automail ports. I'd explain, but you'd be snoring in minutes. Which, to be perfectly fucking honest, is what I'd like to be doing. Automail reattachment is exhausting. _I_ am exhausted. How much longer before I can go home and lick my wounds?"

"It won't be much longer Mr. Elric. But, bear in mind, we may also need you to come down to the station to make a full statement and provide a list of everything that was stolen or damaged," said the officer and Ed nodded and dropped his head onto Roy's shoulder. Roy wrapped his arm around Ed's shoulders in return and gave him a comforting squeeze.

"How about I take you for pancakes after this?" asked Grumman fondly. "You always feel better on a full stomach, and I know how much you love pancakes."

"Sure, and I wouldn't mind some real fucking coffee too," said Ed around a yawn.

"And of course, you're welcome to join us," he said to Roy with a smile like a mother wondering if she was about to be a mother-in-law. It was actually a little disturbing.

"Just ignore the old man – not about breakfast, 'cause free food is always fucking awesome," said Edward sounding almost as groggy as if he'd just woken up.

"Just rest for now, Edward. I'll take care of the rest of this for you," promised the old man and Ed gave him a sleepy nod. Grumman looked at the cop and asked, "Do you have any more questions for Edward that need to be answered immediately?"

"Just one," said the officer. "Who has access to this lab?"

"Nobody but me," replied Ed irately. "The only time other people are allowed in my lab is when I'm present. If I'm working on something that I don't want other people to see, I lock the door. When I'm not here, I lock the door and set the alarm. The only one with a code is me, and only my thesis advisor and I have keys to this door." Suddenly Ed sat bolt upright. "Shit! My office! I keep notes in there too. In a safe."

"Do you think somebody may have tried to hit your office too?" asked Roy, suddenly worried for a whole new reason.

"If this is about my research, maybe. But they also could have thought they'd got everything when they hit the lab," said Ed, rubbing one temple. "If it's a personal thing then they'd definitely hit my office, especially if it's a student. If it's one of the fucking students, they would have hit the office first and lab second. It's student logic, right? Where do you look for a professor? In their office."

"What kind of safe are your notes in?" asked the officer after speaking into the radio at his shoulder. "Where is your office?"

"It's in the main science building, first floor, second to last door on the left," answered Ed, all but buzzing with restored anxiety. "The safe is just one of those stupid fireproof things. It's fucking portable. If they really wanted my fucking notes they could've just taken the fucking safe with them."

"Where will it be if it's still there?" asked the officer.

"Bottom drawer of the filing cabinet," answered Ed simply. The officer spoke into the radio again, sending one of the other officers over to the science building, and after that, all they could do was wait. Al approached them while Grumman took the officer aside and began speaking to him quietly.

"I'll talk to Mr. Grumman, Brother. He knows we don't have any secrets between us, so it should be fine if I help you rebuild your machine," said Alphonse, laying a comforting hand on his brother's head. "That should shorten the time it takes to rebuild. And I'm sure Winry will help build the parts, and Aunt Pinako too. You don't have to do this all alone Ed."

"No, Al, don't worry about it," said Ed, seeming to gather himself together. He looked up at Al with a smile that was as much pride in his little brother as love for him. But there was also a hint of his old fire and the bite of steel in that smile, a show of Ed's determination to reassure Al, to be the strong big brother. "You have your own work to be worrying about, and so does Winry and Pinako. I can handle this. Come on! Who do you think I am?"

"Seriously, Brother, you don't always have to take on everything by yourself," said Al, fretting more instead of less. "I know you don't want anybody to worry about you, and I know you don't like letting other people take care of you. But we _want_ to help you. You just have to let us do it."

"Believe me, Al, you guys _are_ helping me, every day," Ed told him gently. "I can't ask for anything more than you're already doing. That wouldn't be equivalent. That's not how we do things."

"'Never take more than you can repay'," the boys chorused softly and Ed nodded, grinning.

"No worries, Al. I'll fix things just like I always do," said Ed, and he got slowly to his feet. He stood staring at the room, his hands on his hips. "Come on, this is your big brother we're talking about. Nothing gets in my way I can't break down."

"Ed, I had a thought," said Al, his voice dropping to a whisper. "What if this is that dean of yours getting revenge? What if he figured out that you're onto him?"

"I've already thought of that, and it's probable but not likely," said Ed, growing pensive. "Think about it. If it was the dean, he wouldn't do anything to effect the reputation of the school. And he wouldn't have been strong enough to hit the guard hard enough to knock him out. He's a geezer. Howard could have easily overpowered him. Maybe the perv could have gotten somebody to do it for him, I guess . . . anyway, it's obvious the timing is a little too perfect for him not to be involved. But I think there's more going on than some pervert trying to save his own ass. If anything he would try to lay low, not do something that'll get cops involved."

"Well, when we get away from all these law enforcement people I can make a few phone calls and see if we can get a handle on what else the dean might be involved in, if anything," promised Roy and the brothers both nodded, still lost in thought.

"Brother, do you think . . . do you think it could be _him_?" asked Al, all at once more than just worried. He looked like he was genuinely afraid.

"I doubt it," said Ed, his own fear showing only for a microsecond before his expression shut down, becoming a blank mask marred only by the determined set of his jaw. "But we'll keep the possibility in mind. This _does_ look like the sort of shit he'd do if it meant getting what he wants out of us."

Whoever this mystery man was, the boys were undoubtedly afraid of him. Could it be their father? Or maybe it was somebody who had tried to force the two prodigies to work for them before? From what tiny hints they'd dropped that sounded entirely too likely. Maybe some corporate headhunter guy had approached the boys and been sent packing, but wouldn't take no for an answer. Roy had actually seen that sort of thing happen before. Big corporations on the cutting edge of science sometimes had to use unscrupulous means to remain on the cutting edge and keep the competition from nipping at their heels. For that matter, the whole incident could just be a case of corporate espionage in the first place, some rival of Amestris Pharmaceuticals trying get a leg up by cutting the hamstrings of the up-and-coming researcher. At this point, there were too many possibilities and not enough data to whittle them down. Definitive conclusions required supporting data. It was science's most basic of basics.

Grumman and the police officer rejoined them and the officer cast a nervous look to Edward who flinched then visibly steeled himself for whatever he was about to hear. "I'm sorry to tell you this Mr. Elric, but they got to your office too," said the officer. Ed stood unnaturally still for what seemed like entirely too long as they all held their breath. "I'll escort you there now, if you like," offered the poor officer nervously.

Ed let out his breath in a low hiss and nodded very slowly. Al handed him his crutches, but Ed just shook his head. He was in no condition to be walking on his own, but he was clearly dead set on doing so anyway. Whether it was stubbornness or pure temper that kept him moving was anybody's guess, but whatever it was, it carried him all the way to the office under his own steam. When he got there, he stood in the doorway a long moment, his blazing eyes taking in the sight. "Fuck my life!" he shouted at last, startling everybody. His automail fist smashed into the doorframe, splintering the wood and leaving a fist shaped indent from the force of the impact.

Ed went into the office, having to step over the broken chair and around the scattered books and papers. Just like in the lab, his desk was overturned, all of the drawers yanked out and thrown around along with their contents. Ed went straight to the book cases and scanned the titles of the few books left there. He was looking over the titles of the books as if intently searching for something. After a couple tense seconds, he seemed to find what he was looking for, grabbing one book in particular off the shelf and clutching it to his chest with obvious relief. The cops looked like they wanted to protest, but Ed's glare dared them to even _try_ to say one word. Ed carried the book over to his brother and when Alphonse saw it, he breathed his own loud sigh of relief.

"It was rifled through, like the rest of them, but they wouldn't have known the book's secret," said Al, and Ed nodded. Al let out a little giggle and added, "They probably thought you had it for sentimental reasons."

"Fuck that," snorted Ed. "Like I'd ever keep _anything_ of that bastard's for sentimental reasons."

Roy was close enough to see the book now. It was a copy of _Universal Parallels _by Van Hohenheim. "I know that author," murmured Roy, remembering having read the book when he first started studying for his Masters.

Al opened the book to the back jacket which showed a picture of the author. "Doesn't he look familiar?" asked Al, snickering as he held the picture up next to his brother's face without Ed noticing. Roy looked more closely and gasped at the uncanny similarity. The author looked like an aged up version of Edward, from the gold coin eyes to the smooth honey gold hair. And when Roy thought back, he remembered the sight of Edward in his reading glasses and it made the resemblance to the picture of the author with his own round spectacles even more uncanny. "Yeah, that's our father – or 'that worthless bastard' as Ed calls him. He even dedicated the book to us, though he doesn't mention us by name."

Al flipped to the page just before the preface, and, typed in neat italics, were the words, "_Dedicated to my sons. Perhaps one day we can meet again once we 'accomplish the miracle of the One Thing._'" "If you're thinking it's sweet, think again," said Ed bitterly. "He put that there for his selfish fucking reasons, and it had nothing to do with wanting to reach out to us. The quote is from the _Emerald Tablet_ of Hermes Trismegistus who was an early alchemist, among other things. He was also the founder of Hermeticism, and author of the _Hermetica_. The _Emerald Tablet_ is a tract from the _Hermetica_. The whole quote says, 'That which is Below corresponds to that which is Above, and that which is Above corresponds to that which is Below, to accomplish the miracle of the One Thing.' Our useless piece of shit sperm donor had two loves in life, physics and alchemy."

"Sir, I know it's a little hard to tell right now, but does it look like anything is missing?" asked the officer and Ed looked around again with a sigh.

"Just my fucking safe," replied Ed, looking heavenward even as he closed his eyes. "Fuck my life. Seriously."

"We'll need a list of broken and missing items in your office in addition to the list for your lab as soon as possible," said the officer, his face showing sympathy. "We'll make sure there's an officer here and guarding the lab while they're still considered open crime scenes. Whenever you're ready to inventory your property, just make sure to have valid ID on you and let the officer know that's what you're there for. Here's my card in case you have any questions or remember anything pertinent to the case." He handed over a business card which Ed took and shoved into his pocket. "If there's anything you need from here, now would be the time to grab it."

Ed nodded and looked around. "Shit, the papers . . ." he groaned and pointed at the papers that were scattered on the floor. There hadn't been any paper on the floor of the lab because the vandals had taken all of the notes. But the office was pretty much carpeted in paper. Roy crouched down to pick up the nearest sheet, since it was unlikely that Ed could do so. The header marked it as an assignment belonging to a student of "Professor Elric", and the assignment had yet to be graded. "I have to grade all these fucking papers. And there are exams in there too I bet. They're graded but not recorded in the computer yet. Then there's the lesson plans for the week and the rubrics for the upcoming finals. Shit, this fucking sucks so hard. You don't even know."

"It's all right, Brother. We'll gather all these," Al reassured him, already crouching next to Roy.

"Would it be possible to only take the things that are absolutely necessary?" pleaded the officer and Ed let out an impatient growl. The officer flinched but continued doggedly. "There could be fingerprints or other evidence left behind, and we don't want to take the chance of missing anything."

"All right, look, I'll make you a deal," said Ed, taking a deep breath letting it out slowly. "I'll give you until Tuesday afternoon to get what fingerprints and shit you can off of these papers. Take as long as you need with everything else, but those papers _need_ to be back in my hands by Tuesday afternoon. I can wing it for my Monday class – it's Physics for Dummies, those knuckleheads won't give a shit we play Hangman all fucking day – and I can redo the assignments for the classes I have to attend on Tuesday morning. But I have an obligation to my students, and I won't let some dickhead with a hard on for ruining my fucking life fuck up things for my students too. I'll make a list with dates for when I need each set of papers back. It won't take a minute. But I expect those papers back by those dates or I'll make sure you all get really well fucking acquainted with the name Elric. You dig?"

"I understand, sir," said the officer, actually gulping and taking an involuntary step back. Ed snatched the notepad out of the officer's hand, and the officer was still so dazed that he didn't say a word about it. Ed flipped to a blank page and quickly scrawled the list on it before handing notepad and pen back to the officer. "Um, there is one more thing." Ed turned his crackling gaze back to the officer, and Roy could swear the man let out a tiny "eep" sound. "Since we don't know yet who did this or why, it's probably best if you stay with a friend until we can be sure that there's no threat to your safety. After all, they hit both your office and your lab, and if they still haven't found what they're looking for they could possibly go next to your apartment."

"Can this fucking night get any fucking worse?!" demanded Ed of no one in particular.

"Can we at least go home and get our stuff?" asked Al, sounding almost as exasperated as his brother. "Don't worry, Brother. It's not like we can't go stay at Winry's or even Izumi's."

"Yes, sir, though it might be best to take an officer with you for your own safety. Also, we would like to be informed of where you'll be relocating to so that we can contact you regarding your case," explained the officer _very_ carefully.

"No, I'm not going to be uprooted," said Ed, his determination forged of iron. "We know how to protect ourselves. We know how to set traps and fight. It wouldn't be the first time we've turned that rat trap into a fortress and hunkered down."

"But Brother, we hated living like that. It was miserable and inconvenient and exhausting," argued Al quietly.

"And how miserable, inconvenient, and exhausting is it going to be to live with Winry or Izumi?" demanded Ed, quiet too but vehement. "Because getting hit by a wrench several times a day sounds like so much fucking fun to me. And we'd get hit by a lot worse than that at Izumi's. Plus Izumi already converted our bedroom into storage. We'd be sleeping on the floor. My back can't take it, especially not this close to winter."

"How about an alternative," said Roy, ruthlessly butting in. "You know, Ed, I don't think I ever told you why I'm going specifically to Central University when I could have gotten in somewhere nicer. It's because I have a house here. I inherited it from my parents, and started living there after I turned eighteen. It has guest rooms, fireplaces in every room, and its own library. Also, I just stocked the fridge. You guys can stay there for as long as you need to. Hell, there's so much damn space there, we could spend the whole weekend there together and still probably never see each other once, so it's not like it'll be inconvenient, or like none of us will have any privacy. I might also suggest packing up whatever you would definitely not want destroyed if these dicks show up at your apartment – family photos and keepsakes, that sort of thing. You can store it in your van or in the house. Whichever."

The boys stared at him, entirely thunderstruck, as if not sure what they'd just heard. They continued staring long enough to make Roy fidget then they finally closed their gaping mouths and turned to each other, exchanging a speaking glance. They started talking back and forth softly, and, from what little Roy could hear, it wasn't in English. _German maybe_? But after they had reached their decision, they both turned to look at Roy at the same time. "All right, here's how it is. Elrics don't take something for nothing," began Ed.

"It all has to be symmetrical," put in Al and Ed nodded. "All gains in life come with an equivalent price. That's how we do things. We maintain a balance between what's given and what's returned."

"So there has to be a fair trade. We don't even accept birthday presents without giving a birthday gift of equivalent value later down the line," continued Ed. "Since you don't pay for rent or house payments, letting us stay there won't cost you anything, monetarily speaking, but there is a certain cost of inconvenience and groceries."

"And that grocery bill is nothing to sneeze at. Ed eats twice his weight when he's home," said Al, rolling his eyes. "It's because of the strain of the automail, but it's still a little insane. And speaking of the automail, your floor will take a beating. Also not his fault, but a metal foot is not kind to floors."

"So, to balance all that, we'll take care of grocery shopping," concluded Ed.

"And also cooking and cleaning. Ed's going to do the cooking. I can only do pancakes, but he does everything else," continued Al. "But he also couldn't keep anything clean if he had an instruction manual and a map to the trash can. So I'll be doing the cleaning."

"Plus, we're bringing the coffee machine," said Ed with a grin.

"Of course, because leaving it behind is a deal breaker," said Roy with mock-severity. "That should have been obvious."

"It was," sniffed Ed haughtily but then he laughed.

"Then I guess we have a deal," said Roy and the three of them shook on it. "Now, that we've got that settled, I guess we should go pack your stuff or we'll never get back to bed."

Ed swung a once more crackling gaze to the poor police officer and asked coolly, "Can we leave now?"

"W-we need contact information, f-for all three of you please," answered the officer reluctantly. Roy didn't know whether to laugh or feel sorry for the guy. They all obligingly gave over their information, and the police officer happily close his notepad and hurried away.

"Old man," called Ed, looking over at Grumman. "You owe me pancakes. Hustle your wrinkled ass out the door before they find some other way to piss me off."


	8. Sunday Swing

**A/N: **Just for future reference, the Sadie Hawkins thing is a mostly true story. The difference is it wasn't my high school. A friend conned me into going to his military ball with him and made me swing dance with him in front of _everybody_. It wasn't completely terrible, but social situations aren't my gig, so the whole thing was incredibly embarrassing. I think my face stayed red the whole rest of the night. But I was listening to swing music when I was troubleshooting my computer day before yesterday (it helps me stay awake while interpreting code and slogging through error messages - besides messing with computers while listening to Jazz/Swing gives me a whole Fallout vibe, ya know?), and I remembered that incident. Thus the first part of Ch 8 was born. The breakfast scenario can be blamed on the fact that I usually listen to music while I cook, and I end up doing things along to the beat (chopping veggies, flipping food, stirring pots, etc.) and singing along too. It's all part of my Secret Art of Living: "Make everyday tasks fun, so you can look forward to everything you do." But the beginning of this chapter was a lot of fun to write, so I hope it's just as much fun to read!

**Same disclaimer applies, I don't own FMA or any of the characters therein. Would be nice *sigh* but still not mine anymore than they were in the last chapter.**

**Chapter 8**

**_Sunday Swing_**

Living with the Elric brothers was a bit more . . . _interesting _than Roy had bargained for. It wasn't _bad_ interesting, but it was definitely odd. For starters, having Ed around was like keeping an overgrown cat. One moment he was languorous and seemingly lazy, lying on any available furniture or floor space in such a way that he seemed to take up twice the amount of space as should have been physically possible. In the next moment, Ed had his hackles up and was ignoring or snapping (_more like hissing and growling_) at any and everyone who tried to approach him. There were times he was playful - like when they wound up having a water fight while doing dishes, or when the brothers threw leaves at each other while raking the lawn. Then there were moments of intense focus, like when he was reading or working, giving the impression of a cat intently stalking its prey even though he didn't move an inch. For that matter, the fact that he could read a book for hours at a time without moving a single inch was a little unnerving. There were even times when Ed wanted to be close, and, like any self-respecting cat, he would drape himself over Roy irrespective of where in the house they happened to be or what Roy happened to be doing at the time. Sometimes, Ed would slowly creep closer until Roy would look down and find he had a curled up Ed in his lap, with no idea how he had gotten there or when. But since "cuddly" was Roy's favorite of Ed's many moods, Roy never complained about it. He had a feeling that if he even dared mention it, he could kiss those cuddles goodbye.

On the other hand, Al more closely resembled a rather cheerful squirrel, or maybe a hamster – definitely something cute and cuddly . . . and hyper. To be fair, Al was rarely home, but when he was there he was constantly moving. Either he was cleaning, doing laundry, studying, or sparring with his brother in the backyard – a sight to behold all on its own. Despite his constant motion, Roy got the feeling that the friendlier of the two Elrics was trying to keep to the background as much as possible.

Actually, both brothers were very careful to intrude as little as possible. They did nothing that might disrupt Roy's schedule, nor did they complain if he wasn't able to make it back in time to eat. Ed simply wrapped up a plate for him and left in the fridge with badly scrawled reheating instructions. There was no sign of the customary messes Ed would normally leave in his wake, and even when something was left out of place, Al would swoop in and fix it fairly quickly. As might be expected, Ed had been sleeping in Roy's bed, but he was very insistent on keeping all of his stuff in the spare room Al slept in. The most telling sign of their uncertainty was the simple fact that neither brother had unpacked. They were living entirely out of their duffle bags and suitcases.

Roy had to admit that a lot of the more unusual behaviors could likely be chalked up to the situation. With Ed unable to access his lab or office while at the same time having to try to continue teaching and working on his thesis, the young man was understandably tense. Added to that was the stress of being in an unfamiliar environment during a time when only familiarity felt safe. In such a tenuous position, it was only natural Ed would have trouble settling in. Roy tried to do what he could for him. It was only little things mostly, like shoulder massages and brushing Ed's hair – which seemed to relax him immensely – but even such little things really seemed to help, for which Roy was pleased. Al seemed to be pleased about it too, in his own quiet way. Though Al wasn't often there, little signs of his worry were everywhere, but they were diminishing as the elder Elric became more at ease.

Generally speaking, though, the boys worked almost constantly. Once they decided that something had to be done, they kept at it, setting all other concerns aside, until they finished. They never let up, not even for a minute, unless somebody stepped in and forced them to take a break. Sunday was the only exception to the boys' hectic schedules. It was the only day they both had off. Al had explained that, no matter what was going on, no matter what odd jobs Ed did or what Al's testing or assignment schedule looked like, they always made sure to have Sunday off. That was the day they spent together, simply hanging out or doing whatever frivolous activity had caught their fancy for the day. They'd explained it to him, sure, but Roy didn't really get it until Sunday rolled around.

On Sunday, Roy came home from his morning run – "morning" being a relative term to someone who worked in a windowless lab until the wee hours of the night – and was immediately startled to hear music coming from the kitchen. And not just any music, but _swing_ music. Confused, he left his tennis shoes at the door and headed toward the kitchen. When he got there, he could only stand in the doorway, stunned at first, but in the next moment thoroughly charmed.

Edward and Alphonse were making breakfast while keeping time to Glenn Miller's version of _In the Mood_, the pair dancing along while they worked. When they spotted Roy, they grinned so happily Roy found himself unable to do anything but grin back. Al grabbed his hand and spun him to the music until Roy landed in a chair at the kitchen table with a thump. Still keeping time with the infectious beat, Ed flipped a plate through the air and it was caught by Al who set it neatly on the table. Ed then flipped the spatula up, spun while it was in the air then caught it behind his back and flipped a pancake up to catch on top of the already precarious pile of pancakes. By the time the song was done, breakfast had been entirely served in that same impressive manner, and Roy could only applaud.

"Thank you, ladies and gentlemen! We'll be here all week," said Al as the boys took a bow. "You think that was good, you should have seen . . ." Al stopped because a brotherly hand had fallen on the back of his neck, and though Ed was smiling, the fires of hell were in his eyes.

"The next words out of your mouth had better be '_Dancing with the Stars_' or the next phone call I make will be to Winry to tell her you think she's gaining weight," said Ed sweetly and Al gulped and put a hand over his head, as if to protect it from an incoming wrench. "Good boy."

"There's nothing wrong with knowing how to dance," said Roy with a lightly admonishing smile.

"Well, I guess I can understand Brother's reluctance," said Al with a sigh. "Our mother taught us how to dance when we were kids – you know, mostly just playing around. Then after Ed got the automail and was going through physical therapy, Pinako thought it would be good for him to take it up again, so he made Ed and Winry take ballroom dancing and swing classes together. I think the last straw was when Winry forced Ed to go to Sadie Hawkins with her and made him dance in front of the whole school. As reclusive as brother is . . . well, let's just say, he wasn't pleased." Al gave his brother a rueful little smile, a retroactive apology for his girlfriend's behavior. "But Ed and I both have a lot of happy memories tied to old music – like swing music, and stuff from the fifties and sixties, because mom was always playing music in the house."

"You know, I actually have an old record player up in the attic and boxes and boxes of old vinyl. Most of them were my grandmother's. Maybe later we could go see what's up there," suggested Roy and the boys' eyes lit up. He may as well have promised them a brand new car, excited as they were. They spent the rest of the morning in discussions of music and dancing, and it was probably the first conversation the three scientists had ever had with each other that hadn't involved science.

After they'd washed the dishes to the lively sounds of the Andrews Sisters singing _Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy_, they all but ran up to the attic. It took a little while to find the boxes they were looking for, and even longer to figure out how to get the record player down. It was huge and easily weighed as much as the three of them put together. In the end, science won out, and the three of them rigged a pulley system and a ramp. Getting it down the stairs to the first floor was a little more complicated and involved rugs, fireplace logs, and a number of household items Roy hadn't even been aware of owning.

With a lot of grunting and groaning and practical applications of the principles of physical science, they finally managed to get the record player into the parlor, shoving around the existing furniture a bit to make space for it. While the brothers worked on getting the record player cleaned up and operational, Roy got started putting together sandwiches for the three of them for lunch. He was interrupted by a knock at the door, and since Ed and Al had their hands full, Roy went to answer it. When he opened the door, he was greeted by his old friend's fond yet somewhat demented smile. "Hey Maes, what brings you to my neck of the woods?" asked Roy, crouching down as Maes's daughter Elyisia ran at him. Roy stood up with the girl in his arms, squeezing her just enough to make her giggle. "Hey there, Princess. And hello, Gracia, you're lovely as always."

"And you're just as smooth as always," said Gracia warmly, hugging Roy and stealing Elysia as she stepped away.

"When my beautiful girls heard about Ed and Al's situation, they insisted on bringing them something to cheer them up," said Maes jovially, holding out an apple pie.

That's when he once again heard the sounds of the Benny Goodman doing _Sing, Sing, Sing_ began to fill the house again, followed by triumphant whoops from the brothers. There was something to be said about the difference between the sound of music on electronic media and the crackly earthy quality of good old fashioned vinyl. And when you're playing swing music, it made all the difference in the world. Roy and his guests went into the living room and found the boys already dancing. "And just in time!" said Ed, and he dropped to one knee in front of Elysia and intoned, "My lady, may I have this dance?"

"You may," she said with all of her six-year-old dignity, putting her hand in his. She squealed with delight as he swept her up, balancing her on his hip as he held her hand with his free hand and danced her around the room with all the energy and bounce the song called for.

"My lady, would you care to dance?" Al asked Gracia with mischief twinkling in his eyes.

"I'd be delighted," she said with a curtsy, blushing and laughing as Al led her into the dance.

Maes set down the pie, looked at Roy and said, "Shall we?"

"I'd be delighted," said Roy with mock dignity. He curtsied to his friend and the two of them joined in the fun. By the end of the song everybody but the two Elrics was entirely breathless, but they were all laughing.

"Oh my, that's the most fun I've had in years," said Gracia, still trying to catch her breath. "My husband never told me that you two were also accomplished dancers."

"One does what one can," said Al with a humble bow.

"Are you Uncle Ed?" Elysia asked Ed solemnly, and Ed looked a little startled at first but then gave her an equally solemn nod. "Daddy says you have to live with Uncle Roy now because bad people broke your stuff. Is it true? Did bad people break all your stuff?"

"Yes, it's true," Ed told her honestly, crouching down so he could speak to her face-to-face. Then Elysia did the last thing any of them expected and suddenly jumped forward, throwing her arms around Ed's neck.

"I'm sorry. Don't be sad," she said as if trying to comfort him. Ed just smiled and put his arms around her. "When people break my toys, it makes me sad. But when mommy gives me hugs it makes me feel better. Do you feel better now?"

"I do, thank you. Your hugs were just what I needed," Ed told her, and Elysia released him and gave him a shy smile.

"We brought pie too!" she announced then ran off and returned carrying the pie with the utmost care. Ed got to his feet and hurried over to her, taking the pie in his hands.

"Let's go cut this up so we can have some with lunch," he suggested and the pair of them walked off into the kitchen. The rest of them found places to sit and made themselves comfortable, Roy fetching bottles of water for them.

"He seems like such a sweet boy," said Gracia and the three men in the room all choked as one. "Well, he does, no matter what you think."

"No, it's not that – well, it's that too – but, Ed's not a 'boy'. He's 22," Al told her apologetically, keeping his voice low so that his brother didn't overhear.

"Oh my," said Gracia, eyebrows lifting in surprise. "I never would have guessed."

"We haven't been formally introduced," said Al politely. "I'm Alphonse, and that's my older brother Edward. I thought maybe I should let you know who is who. Ed gets . . . um, displeased when people mistake me for him because I'm taller. Believe it or not, it happens all the time."

"Honestly, I should have recognized Edward right away when I saw him with Elysia," said Gracia, still a bit dismayed. "Older siblings tend to have a knack for taking care of those younger than themselves. His attitude toward Elysia is very much that of an older brother."

"Well, Ed's been caring for me like a parent since I was seven, so I'm not surprised that he has protective instincts to spare," said Ed fondly.

"So, Maes, I know you didn't just come over to bring pie," said Roy, leveling a piercing stare on his enigmatic friend. "Have you found out something?"

"I have, but it should wait until after pie," said Maes, returning his friend's stare with a rather pointed look of his own. Roy went into the kitchen and helped them finish the sandwich construction that the Hughes' arrival had interrupted. When they were done, they carried the plates out to everybody still sitting in the parlor. They spent a pleasant hour after that simply eating and chatting, with Elysia telling them all about her adventures – expansive stories with rocket ships, robots, princesses, and dragons. Edward listened to her as intently as if she were telling him the secrets of the universe, as if every word she said was important, and Elysia responded with abundant enthusiasm. She was just about to tell them about her defeat of the robot overlord when she spotted something shiny – actually, they all spotted it and they all held their breath as they waited to see her reaction. She paused in her storytelling and looked closer at Ed's arm where a small space had appeared between the glove and the sleeve.

"Oh no, Uncle Ed! Did the robots get to you?" she asked, alarmed. Ed stiffened at first but then he snickered while Al covered his mouth with both hands, his eyes dancing.

"I'm afraid so," said Ed gravely, pushing back his sleeve so she could see more of the automail. He managed to keep a straight face, but the corners of his mouth were still twitching. "But I escaped while our hero, the great Princess Elysia, was beating up their overlord. So that makes you my hero too, Princess."

"Oh, well, that's all right then," she declared, mollified. "Did they give you lasers? They give lasers to all the robots. So they should have given you lasers." And that's all the other adults could take. They all covered it as best they could – Gracia with the old standby of holding her hands over her mouth, Maes by turning and hiding his face in the back of the couch, Roy by holding a throw pillow over his face, and Al by pulling the front of his shirt up to hide his face.

"Ignore them, Princess," said Edward in haughty dismissal. "They're in shock. But what they don't realize is that Uncle Ed is fully capable of building his own lasers and would no doubt have very good aim." Roy and Al sobered, exchanging a look, because they knew it wasn't a bluff. Ed really could feasibly build a laser, and all he'd need is scavenge materials from the labs. Maes and Gracia took a little but longer to calm down, since they didn't fully appreciate the danger of the combination of Ed's overlarge brain and sudden surfeit of free time. Then again, they had yet to wake up to the air raid siren sound of alarm clocks that had mysteriously become exponentially louder and no longer had working snooze buttons. Roy and Al were now very wary of incurring the wrath of Edward.

Once Elysia's story wound down, Gracia decided that it was time to take her home so they could start dinner. Maes opted to stay behind, and promised to be home in time to eat dinner with his beloved family. Elysia gave hugs to Al and Roy then gave the biggest hug and a kiss to her daddy. The last person she hugged was Ed, and she seemed to put her whole heart into the hug and gave him a kiss on his cheek, saying, "Don't worry Uncle Ed, Princess Elysia will protect you forever. Okay?"

"Thank you, Princess, I'm sure I will be very safe from now on," said Ed kindly with a warm smile. In the background Maes whined something about Elysia being too young to be kissing boys, but Roy threw a pillow at him to shut him up.

"She certainly warmed up to you quickly," pouted Maes once the girls had left.

"Animals and small children always seem to like Ed, but I think it's because he's basically just a big kid himself," explained Al with a snicker, and Ed stuck his tongue out at his brother as if to prove Al right.

"So, Maes, what is it that _really_ brought you here?" asked Roy bluntly. He'd shoved his curiosity aside for the last hour or so, but now that the bystanders were gone there was just no holding it back anymore. It would have its say, one way or another.

"Well, to start with, Ed, you were spot on about the dean," said Maes, his eyes sharply focused on the young blonde. "It looks like he's been doing his extortion and embezzlement scheme for a long time, but it was never really enough for anybody to notice, just taking little chunks. And, of course, none of the witnesses have dared to come forward. One girl tried a couple years back, but soon after going to the police, there was a fire at her house. Shortly after that, she recanted her testimony and all but disappeared off the face of the Earth. It was around that time that Mr. Grabby upped his game."

"It sounds to me like, when the girl stepped forward, the dean went looking for help to shut her up and maybe got in bed with somebody with an eye for a bigger picture," said Ed, not really looking at anything in particular, as if not really seeing what was in front of him. It was almost as if he was looking at something only he could see, patterns unfolding behind his eyes that the rest of them could only guess at. "He probably tied himself to a partner who had a bigger stake in this game, somebody for whom the money was just the icing on the cake – or maybe a necessary evil. This partner would have been the one enabling the dean to steal larger chunks of change by falsifying documents and hiding their activities from regulatory agencies. It might be possible to track how much money has been going to the dean and from where if I could his financial records, but that would screw up the chain of evidence and we'd never be able to convict him without that."

"Listen to you! You talk like a criminal investigator," enthused Maes, laughing. "Damn, kid, are you sure you don't want to switch into the law department? You'd make a killer FBI agent."

"No thanks," snorted Ed, coming back to himself with a little shake of his head. "Haven't you heard? I've got problems with authority. And don't call me '_kid_'!"

"Ms. Hawkeye leant us some books on investigative procedures and criminal law," Al told them. It was news to Roy. He'd brought Riza Hawkeye – the perpetually calm-and-collected blonde who was his second oldest friend – over to the house to talk to the boys about the case, but he wasn't aware that they'd continued communicating beyond that first meeting. Like Maes, she was also a law student and was top of her class, so he'd figured she'd be the best person to help them decide how to proceed. She'd seemed to really like the boys when she met them, and as she was leaving had made sure Roy knew that Ed had gotten her seal of approval. Considering how many of Roy's partners Riza _hadn't_ approved of, receiving her nod was no small thing.

"I was able to come to the same conclusion that you did," said Maes with a long sigh, leaning back into the corner of the couch. "And my sources were able to give me a name for this mysterious partner. Apparently, this partner works for a big corporation who dabbles in a little bit of everything. Considering how many pies they've stuck their fingers in, it's not surprising that they would also have a division that specializes in pharmaceuticals and medical research. It's a bit of a reach, though, for a company who started out with weapons development, so they haven't been able to make many significant breakthroughs in that field, but that doesn't stop them from using barely legal methods to get their hands on people who might give them the leg up they need."

"Wait, you said . . ." Ed stopped and locked eyes with his brother for a long moment before continuing. "You said they started out in weapons, right?"

"Yeah, they've been in business since back in WWII, doing back-room deals with the military," replied Maes, eyes narrowing at the silent communication between the Elric brothers. "They didn't start diversifying until the 50's or so."

"Ouroboros," hissed Alphonse and both boys went rigid, their bodies all but trembling from the sudden tension. "Brother, we should tell them about the book."

"No, we can't get other people involved," protested Edward firmly. "I don't want to see anybody else get hurt because we couldn't keep our mouths shut," he ground out between clenched teeth, and the old grief and fear in his eyes was like a razor blade on Roy's heart. He hated seeing the brave, brash, and proud Edward Elric laid low by _anything_, let alone by the burdens of the past. Al said something to Ed that was in the same language they had used before when they had tried to keep their argument private in Ed's office. From the tone, it sounded like they were arguing again.

"What is that? German?" asked Maes, shamelessly interrupting.

"Um, yeah," said Ed, ducking his head and looking off to the side as if trying to avoid eye contact with anybody in the room.

"Our father was originally from Germany. We read all the books he left behind, and a few of them were in German, so mom taught it to us," Al told them, looking only at his brother, as if waiting for his reaction. "Not many people around here speak it, so it gives us a way to talk to each other without others understanding what they overhear. It's safer that way."

Edward slumped in his seat, closing his eyes and letting out a very long, very unhappy sigh. "Go get the books," he growled. Al didn't hesitate. He immediately jumped up and ran up to the spare room he'd been occupying. He returned with three books. One was the book by Hohenheim – their father. The second was a copy of _Hermetica_ translated by Brian P. Copenhaver. The last was a leather-bound notebook similar to the one that had been stolen along with Ed's notes.

"Where do we even start?" asked Al, looking to his older brother for direction.

"Where the bad shit always seems to start," said Edward bitterly, opening his eyes at last. And as simply as that they were all caught in his gaze, his eyes molten gold and filled with heat enough to rival volcanoes. There was years of rage and hatred in those eyes, and beneath it all an underlying sadness that was all but smothered under the weight of the anger. "With _him_. Our father."
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**Chapter 9**

**_Difference Between Father and Dad_**

"Have you ever wondered why, despite the obvious fact that I love physics, I've only ever published one paper in that field?" asked Edward, regarding Roy frankly.

"I did think it was odd, but you tend to hop around academically, so I didn't pay much attention to it," admitted Roy.

"Well, there's a really good reason for it," began Edward, and now it was his turn to go upstairs and fetch something. Roy could hear him opening and closing the library door. He returned to the parlor with his laptop in hand and set it on his knees so he could type. When he turned the laptop around, there was a PDF file open showing a title page. The author's name beneath the title was quite a shock, all things considered. The author was listed as Edward Hohenheim. "After this paper was initially published, we were approached by somebody who claimed to know our father. He said he knew how to find him. I wasn't exactly thrilled at the idea of meeting him, but we were orphans without him. So, like it or not, I agreed to listen to the man's proposal. According to him, my father had been working with his company, Ouroboros, but suddenly gave up his research and vanished."

"Now, keep in mind, this man had just told us that he knew where our father was but _then_ he said a little while later that our father had vanished," interjected Al. "This fact alone hurt his credibility with us."

"So, long story short, this douchebag wanted me to continue my father's research – despite my age and lack of practical education. He thought I would be able to pick up where my father left off. But we'd caught him in too many lies during our conversation, so we told him to fuck off," continued Ed, and the look he gave his brother was one of old regret. "He was . . . persistent. Al and I had been living in our old house still, with Teacher and Sig staying a mile down the road from us. We were out in the country, so nobody really cared that we were out there on our own with minimal supervision. We took care of ourselves just fine. After this guy started pestering us, it wasn't safe for us to stay in that house anymore. We had to move in with Teacher. Then our house was broken into and completely trashed – just like my lab and my office. We knew it had to be that corporate douchebag. It seemed to us like he was looking for something, but fuck if we knew what. That's when our father finally contacted us."

"He didn't say much," said Al, picking up the story. "He told us that he was sorry we had gotten caught up in his troubles. He told us that he'd written a book and hidden his research notes in its pages. He'd used a special code, you see – a code that only the three of us would understand. The primary key to the code was his old copy of _Hermetica_. He said we had to make sure that Ouroboros never got their hands on his research. They had already used it once, and he never wanted to see it used again."

"So, we went in the middle of the night and salvaged what we could from the house," said Ed, his voice growing quiet, both boys lowering their gazes to the floor. "Then we burned the house to the foundations. We had already dug out all of our father's secret caches of notes and memorized all of them, so while the house was still burning, we made sure to throw every last scrap of paper he'd ever scribbled on into the fire. The only things we kept were photo albums, family portraits, and those two fucking books. Everything else burned."

"After that, we changed our last name over to our mother's maiden name," put in Al, making sure that his brother caught the overwhelming love and forgiveness in his eyes. How it must burn in Ed's gut, the feeling that everything that had happened was his fault. Given his overprotectiveness of family and friends and his overblown sense of responsibility, Roy had no doubt in his mind that Ed blamed himself for all the trouble that had found the boys, probably feeling that it had all resulted from him writing that paper. As if in penance, he never again studied in the field that he loved best of all the sciences. It was his way of balancing the scales – and keeping those he loved safe. "Teacher and Sig found a place in another small town where they knew most of the people. Ed grew his hair out, and I cut mine. We taught ourselves how to speak without an accent. We stayed there quietly until Ed finished high school at 16 and moved to Central City. When I finished high school at 17, I joined him here. Unfortunately, strange people like us . . . stand out. Ed's been really careful not to let the media catch any pictures of his face, and we've tried to stay under the radar whenever possible. But it's not like we changed our names all that much. We had drawn the line there and wouldn't budge. So it was only a matter of time before we were found, I guess."

"So, you think the guy we're dealing with now is the guy from back then," stated Maes, more serious than Roy could remember seeing him.

"We do," confirmed Edward, and they could see in his face – hell, in his _body language_ – how badly he wished it wasn't true. It made Roy wonder what the guy had done to the boys all those years ago. They had said the man was persistent, but he would have had to be quite a bit worse than that to prompt the boys to not only change their names but to also burn down their family home. Whatever it was he had done, Roy was determined to make sure that history didn't repeat itself.

"What about your dad? Have you heard from him at since then?" asked Maes and Ed scowled at him hard enough that Maes twitched.

"Don't call him that," growled Ed.

"Call who what?" asked Maes, just as confused as Roy. Al, however, seemed to know exactly what Ed meant, and the answer saddened him.

"Don't ever call that rotten asshole 'dad'," answered Ed coldly. "There's a huge difference between a dad and a father. A dad is somebody who carries you home when you've skinned your knee, checks your closet and under your bed for monsters, reads you bedtime stories, and makes sure you always feel safe. A father is some asshole who knocks up your mom then leaves her flat to raise two kids on her own." Ed let out a soft wordless snarl. "So, no, I will never call that waste of space 'dad'. He's fucking lucky I'll call him 'father'."

"I suppose I can understand that," said Maes, probably because he _was_ a dad, so he too could see the difference. "Do you have a name for the man from Ouroboros, by any chance?" asked Maes, changing the subject quickly. Ed nodded slowly. He typed something into his laptop then handed it to Maes.

"We have digital dossiers on everybody that might pose a threat," Ed told Maes, showing no signs of being the least bit ashamed of the level of paranoia he was admitting to. Then again, considering what they'd already been through, the boys might be entitled to a higher than usual level of wariness. "His name is Frank Archer. He even looks like a creeper, and he's always fucking smiling. He can pretend to be a nice guy though, and since he's always smiling, you want to believe his act. But there's just something subtly . . . _off_ about him. It's like none of his expressions make it to his eyes, and you can't quite shake the feeling he's looking down on you or playing some freaky game that only he knows the rules for."

"Once we started looking into his background, we found out that he has a criminal record," added Al, picking up the thread of the explanation. "He was in a war zone as a representative of the company. When the area he was in was attacked, he . . . killed a whole bunch of people . . . on both sides. They could never entirely prove what he'd done, but they did manage to charge him with a few petty crimes at least, and put him away for five years. When he got out, he went right back to the company as if nothing had changed. They knew what he did. It was their lawyers that got the murder charges dropped. They knew perfectly what that man was capable of, but they welcomed him back with open arms, and continue to use him to do their dirty work."

"We've got the transcript from his trial, and a few other records that aren't usually available to the public, including his sealed military record," Ed told them then he shuddered. "Yeah, that military record will seriously keep you up at night."

"You kids are like the CIA or Mission: Impossible or something. You're seriously super spies! Who else do you have profiles on?" asked Maes, his eyes still captivated by the wealth of information on the screen.

"Like I said, it's all people that might pose a threat to us in one form or another," replied Ed with a shrug. "I hadn't bothered to start one on the dean until all this shit started, so I haven't got much in his profile yet. And some of the people in there never actually did anything after the initial threat. Mostly, when we were kids, we didn't know what to watch out for yet. We had more to be worried about back then too. The last thing we wanted was to end up stuck in the foster care system and maybe end up separated, so some of the profiles in there are on nosy-ass well-meaning fucking authority figures – teachers, social workers, counselors, coaches, that sort of thing. Others are about bullies, their parents, the bullies' friends, the bullies' friends' parents, and so on and so on. 'Know your enemy' and all that. We never half-ass when it comes to research, whether it's science or people. So when we looked into each of these people, we were very fucking thorough. We had to be."

"Surviving isn't just about making it through each day, it's about being ready for what might come at you tomorrow," said Al with a spark of the same determination that showed in his brother's eyes. "We did what we had to do to watch out for each other and survive."

"What about this teacher of yours? What did she have to say about all this?" asked Maes, and this time the brothers exchanged a look and snickered to each other.

"She's the one who taught us," Al told him with a too-wise sort of smile. "Teacher didn't just teach us science and math and martial arts. She also taught us how to survive on our own, whether we're living in the woods or out on the streets. She taught us how to make traps and early-warning systems. She even taught us how to use found objects to replace things we don't have – like, filtering dirty water so it's clean to drink, making clothes out of stuff you wouldn't normally think of wearing, making things like needles and thread from bones and tree bark, and all sorts of other weird skills."

"That's why we call her Teacher but never mother," said Ed dryly. "She's always finding something else to teach us, and every bad situation is another opportunity for a lesson. It's seriously fucking tedious. If I came home from school with a black eye, she'd say, 'Some punk hit you, Ed? Well, now you know to duck next time.' Or like when this one bitch accused Al of cheating even though he didn't, Teacher said, 'Now you know to watch out for that woman.' That's just the way she is."

"Is there any way you can send me some of these profiles or print them for me or something?" asked Maes. He was obviously going into transports over everything he was reading.

"I'll create a secure virtual server for you to access and dump copies of all these files on there," said Ed as if it was the easiest thing in the world. "I'll have Roy text you the access information when I'm done."

"You could always just text it yourself," said Maes, quirking his eyebrow at Ed.

"I hate texting," said Ed making a face. "If I had one of those fancy new phones, it might be different. But my phone's a dinosaur, and I'm not allowed to have anything newer because they all have fucking touch screens. And, of course, I can't use touch screen because I always have gloves on – and I tend to scratch or crack the screens every fucking time. I'm right-handed, and I don't always remember not to try to do things with my right hand. Touch screens and automail are not friends."

"All right, I get it," said Maes, surrendering the fight. "Do I even want to know how much of this information was obtained by illegal means?"

"All of it," answered the boys in chorus.

"Never trust a super-genius," muttered Maes to himself, and the boys and Roy giggled at him. "I guess I should just count myself lucky neither of you have turned into super villains. I'd hate to have to be the super hero that goes head-to-head with you. Well, let's go ahead and call Riza over and see how much of this we can validate by more legal means so that we can use it to help you out of your current crisis."

"Not today," said the boys, again in perfect sync. "It's Sunday."

"We don't work on Sunday," sniffed Edward.

"All work is done Monday through Saturday, and anything that comes up on Sunday has to wait for Monday," elaborated Al.

"But if you want to call Hawkeye over for coffee, that's totally fine," said Ed, and Al nodded to corroborate.

"Then, you know what, that's just what we're going to do," declared Roy decisively. "We can call the whole gang, and we can spend the rest of the day going through the record collection. I might even be persuaded to pull the grill out of the garage. It's at least warm enough outside to barbecue. And we have some meat in the freezer I'm sure we can do something with. What do you say?"

Ed, whose mood had been steadily darkening since the start of the conversation, slowly began to brighten once again. It wasn't as firecracker bright as it had been when they were dancing or listening to Elysia's nonsensical stories, but it was a good start. "Maybe we could go to the store?" suggested Ed, tentative and shy. "We could get some better meat, ya know? Maybe some other stuff to go with it."

"Oh! And dessert too!" put in Al excitedly and that was the last push in the right direction that his brother's mood had needed. Let it never be said that the way to Edward Elric's heart wasn't through his stomach.

Roy let out a contented sigh as Edward snuggled against his side, the younger man letting out his own soft sound of contentment. "Today was a pretty good day," said Ed, his voice a little rough from their most recent activity of the evening. "I don't usually like being around that many people at once, but everybody was sort of chill. It was pretty cool hanging out with everybody."

"And I know everybody was absolutely charmed by you," said Roy, grinning down at his younger lover with all the pride that was swelling in his chest. No man living could count themselves half as lucky as Roy felt in that moment. Ed leaned up and looked down at Roy with that expression that meant he was once again wondering if Roy were some sort of alien lifeform. Roy was beginning to notice that Ed most often did that when Roy paid him a complement. "What? Believe it or not, Ed, you're remarkably charming – especially because you don't mean to be and don't even know you are. People like being around you because you don't try to be something you're not. You do things your own way without being a pretentious asshole about it. On top of that, you're gorgeous, and your looks draw people to you and keep them there long enough to figure out how wonderful you really are. Laugh it off if you want, but that won't make it untrue."

Ed opened his mouth to argue, but closed it again when his phone started singing the chorus of Paul Simon's _You Can Call Me Al_. Predictably, it was Al's ringtone. Trading matching perplexed frowns, Roy and Ed looked around the floor until they found Ed's pants and dug out the cell phone. Ed opened it, put it on speaker, and immediately asked, "Al, you're down the hall. Why the hell are you calling?"

"Because I wasn't about to knock at this time of the night, Ed," said Al, sounding exasperated. "There are some things you can't _unsee_ Brother."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever," said Ed, rolling his eyes as he pulled on his boxers. "What do you want?"

"Aunt Pinako called me a few minutes ago," Al told him and Ed froze, his t-shirt halfway on. "Now, before you flip out, she's fine. Winry's fine. Everybody's fine." Edward visibly relaxed, but Roy took advantage of the moment of distraction to get the shirt back off over his head. Ed gave him a slightly disgruntled look that entirely melted when Roy's lips found the sensitive spot where his neck met his always-tense shoulders. Ed bit his lip to hold back a moan. "Ew! I don't want to _unhear_ things either, guys! Edward Elric could you please focus?!"

"It's not all my fault," said Ed, his voice a bit breathy. "Didn't they teach you that in that . . . fancy medical school? It takes two to have sex."

"Ew! Ew! Ew! I'm not hearing this! Oh my God, I want to scrub my brain out with vinegar!" protested Al and Edward chuckled. "Look, Pinako just said she gave your phone number to somebody she swears is trustworthy. She didn't tell me who, but she said to expect a call soon. I'm just telling you. Okay, bye!" Al hung up abruptly, and Ed and Roy started laughing hard, all but doubling over. Then suddenly Ed stopped, jerking upward with the look of a startled deer.

"Wait, did he say Aunt Pinako gave my fucking phone number away?" he asked rhetorically. He closed his phone then opened it again, thumb already pressing the keys to dial a phone number only to have it start singing out his default ringtone halfway through dialing. Edward's hand shook a little as he put a finger to his lips to signal silence then hit the answer button and put it on speaker. "Hello."

"Edward, it's been so long," said the voice on the other end and Ed put a trembling hand over his mouth. "I'm sorry I've been out of touch for so long, but I'm sure-"

"You god damn worthless SONUVABITCH!" yelled Ed, startling Roy.

"Now, Edward-"

"Don't 'now, Edward' me you piece of shit! Do you have any fucking idea of the fucking shit storm that's been our fucking life?! Do you even fucking care?!"

"Edward, please, I-"

"NO! You know what? Fuck it! I was just about to get laid, and since you feel absolutely no fucking need whatsoever to interrupt your life for _us_, I don't particularly feel like extending the favor to you! Oh, and just so that I am being poignantly clear, I am, in fact in bed with a _man_. That's right, you useless monomaniacal fuckwit, your precious eldest fucking son bats for the other team! Enthusiastically! Suck on that and twist!" Edward closed his phone and went to open the bedroom door where Alphonse all but fell into the room as soon as the door opened. Thankfully, Ed and Roy were at least both in their underwear, otherwise they'd have further scarred poor Al who had hastily thrown a hand up over his eyes, just in case. Ed didn't seem to be in the mood to care.

"Brother, was that dad?" asked Alphonse very slowly.

"What was your first hint?" snarled Ed, shoving his phone at his brother.

"Um, the strident tones and excessive insults made it obvious," answered Al deadpan. "I could even hear you in my room, so I came to find out for sure. Brother, couldn't you at least have let him tell you why he was calling?"

"No," said Ed flatly. "Now, out. He'll probably call back in a minute, and I don't even want to hear his voice." As soon as Ed had shoved Al out the door, he closed it and leaned back against it. "I'm so buying a new phone tomorrow. And I'm changing my number for my office and lab lines and all of my e-mail addresses and maybe even moving to Brazil."

"Brazil sounds fun," said Roy noncommittally, lying down on the bed and pulling the blanket up over his legs then holding it open on one side in invitation. Ed hunched his shoulders and trudged over to the bed, promptly throwing himself onto it face-first. "That can't be good for your face, love."

"It wasn't," muttered Ed, muffled by the pillow. "Fu~ck my li~fe," he groaned loudly – or, it would have been loud if not for the aforementioned pillow. Taking it in stride, Roy drew the blanket over Edward, wrapped an arm around the young blonde's waist and rolled him over onto his side. "What is with that fuckwit's propensity for making my life suck?" asked Edward of the unfair universe.

But it was Roy that chose to answer, since the universe was so rarely forthcoming. "I think it's in the parenting manual, 'How To Ruin Your Children's Lives in Ten Easy Steps'. Unfortunately, I think some parents are just more enthusiastic about it than others." Roy wrapped his arms more firmly around Edward and pulled his lover close until Ed's back pressed into Roy's chest. Roy rested his chin atop Ed's tangled golden hair and sighed. "But how about, instead of Brazil, we go someplace where they predominantly speak English. How about Canada? I hear parts of Canada are very nice. Or maybe England?"

"Nah, we're supposed to be smart. We could learn another language, easy. Maybe Spain? I took a semester of Spanish in high school. I can at least ask where the bathroom is and tell them they have a nice table," said Ed, starting to sound a little sleepy. The day – hell, the whole week – had been a hell of a rollercoaster for him. It was only fair that he'd be a bit worn out by now. Ed may be tough as they come, but even the strongest needed to rest from time to time. "How about we just go to Hawaii? At least then we wouldn't need passports. Oh, or how about Jamaica? Yeah, we could build a little shack right on the beach. I could use coconuts and tin foil to build a satellite so we could still get Internet. Then we could have all the naptime and Netflix we could ever wish for."

"See? This is why they call you a genius," Roy teased him, kissing the top of his head, and Ed laughed muzzily. "Sleep well, love. We can sort out the rest tomorrow."
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**A/N: **Finally, ch 10! Yay! All right, the reason this chapter took so long to put out is that I was fighting a long and bloody battle with ch 11 and had no time to finish the editing. Now that ch 11 is in its editing/tinkering stages, it was safe to take my eyes off it long enough to work on ch 10. I feel like a neglectful parent, leaving poor ch 10 alone for so long while I dealt with the problematic younger sibling ch 11. *pets chapter* There, there! Poor thing! I promise I still love you just as much as the other chapters!

**Same disclaimer applies, I don't own FMA or any of the characters therein. Would be nice *sigh* but still not mine anymore than they were in the last chapter.**

**Chapter 10**

**_Root of the Problem_**

Roy threw the balled up piece of paper back to Breda who then threw it to Fuery who threw it to Falman, and back it went to Roy. They were all unbelievably bored, but they had nothing to do but wait for the data to finish compiling. That's how four perfectly intelligent and mature adult men had been reduced to playing stupid games with a waded up piece of paper. It was a pathetic commentary on the lives of lab geeks.

Then Winry burst in breathlessly, shattering the quiet. "Roy! You've gotta come quick!" she called out frantically.

"What is it? What's wrong?" asked Roy, already jumping out of his seat with thoughts of Edward in danger blaring in his head. Ed had been allowed back into his lab to start trying to find something worth salvaging among the rubble. And since it was Monday, he only had one class, so he had been in his lab since early morning and only emerged to teach his class. After class, he went right back up to his lab. Roy had brought him lunch earlier, but Ed had been so distracted that Roy had actually had to remind him to keep eating several times. It would be annoying if it wasn't so bloody endearing (_curse you Edward Elric for making that adorable confused face!_ _Can't you see I'm trying to be annoyed with you!_).

"I just saw Uncle Van walk by heading for the elevator," she said quickly. "I thought I was hallucinating, but it was really him! Ed's going to blow a gasket when he sees him!" The name confused Roy for a moment, but then he remembered – "Uncle Van" as in Van Hohenheim._ Holy shit!_

Roy and Winry took off at a dead run, all but throwing themselves up the stairs, neither of them sure which one they were going up there to protect – Hohenheim from being brutally murdered, or Ed from being arrested for murder. When they exited the stairwell on the second floor they could already hear Ed yelling at the end of the hall. "How dare you just fucking walk in here like you still have the fucking right!" he all but screamed. The man himself was nowhere in sight, so Roy figured the pair were likely in Ed's lab. Winry and Roy rushed over, ignoring the med students who were leaning close to their lab doors pretending not to listen. The pair practically leapt into Ed's lab like cheesy cartoon heroes leaping into action. "Where the actual fuck have you been all this fucking time, huh? You fucking answer me that! Where the fucking hell having you fucking been?! Wherever you were, you obviously didn't think we needed you, and guess what? We still don't fucking need you, so you can just go right the fuck back where you came from!"

"Edward, be reasonable, I left for a reason," said the man, his voice soft and almost soothing in its way. He really looked so eerily much like Edward. He even wore his hair long, brushed back in a loose ponytail from which stray bits of hair were escaping. His golden eyes were focused on his raging son, the older man full of regret and compassion that would never reach the young man who was blinded by the bitter years between the last meeting and this one. The man's jawline was hidden beneath a soft, closely trimmed gold beard, and his nose was just a little bit longer, but otherwise he was a vision of what Edward might one day grow into – handsome and self-contained, with a quiet sort of dignity and understated elegance but still a very compelling presence. "I know these years have been hard for you, but please understand. I never wanted to leave, and I never stopped thinking of you boys. If I had thought for one second you were on your own, I would have come back for you. But I knew you had Pinako and Izumi to care for you. I knew you'd be safe with them. I hardly expect you to forgive me, but I you need to understand that there was a reason for it."

With impossible speed Edward was suddenly right there, within inches of his father, his fiery glare wielded like a spear to pierce the man in front of him. When Edward spoke, his voice was very quiet but filled with so much venom, it should have, by rights, melted the walls. "Where were you when the doctors were telling me they couldn't save mom – telling _me_, a nine year old child, because there was no other next of kin to notify? Where were you during the two years that Al was in a coma? Where were you when I was waking up in the hospital to the realization that I had lost almost a quarter of my body? Where were you during the year of agonizing surgery and physical therapy while they were attaching my automail? Did you know that it normally takes three years to recover from automail surgery and get used to the automail? Do you even realize how hard it was to do that in only one year because I had to be able to be there for Al, because I was _the only family he had left_? Where were you when Al finally woke up and I had to explain to him . . ." Ed's voice had begun to falter, so he paused, closing his eyes for a moment. " . . . explain to him what had happened to mom and to me? You didn't have to watch that news hit him like a fucking freight train! You weren't there to watch how badly he needed to be held. But I couldn't hold him because he was so frail, so thin, so fragile, and I couldn't trust my _metal fucking arm_ not to fucking _crush him_! So there was _nobody_ to hold him while he grieved for what we lost! Nobody to comfort him while he wept! Nobody to help ease his pain when I was helpless to do anything for him! So don't tell me you thought about us! Parenting isn't like a Christmas present because it isn't the fucking _thought_ that counts! It's fucking well _being there_! You weren't there when your sons needed you so fucking badly, but now that your precious fucking research is in danger, you coming running back? So I will ask you one more mother-fucking time, _where the fuck were you when we needed our father_?" Van Hohenheim said nothing. Really, there was nothing he could say that would fix the mess he'd made. Ed let out a disgusted sound and pointedly turned his back on him. "You make me sick," his hissed through clenched teeth.

"I can see it will take time. I'll go speak with your brother now, but I do need to speak with you Edward," said Hohenheim, his voice just as calm and soft as before. "I'll be back later, once you've cooled down."

The man walked away, looking only briefly at Roy who quickly brushed past him to go to Edward's side. Winry, on the other hand, followed Hohenheim out into the hallway. Roy could hear her introducing – re-introducing? – herself to the man. He seemed happy to see her, but was quick to excuse himself so he could go look for his younger son. Winry, in turn, offered to walk him out.

"You all right, love?" asked Roy carefully as he put his arm around Ed's shoulders.

"No, I'm really not," whispered Ed, sounding so weary. "I think I need a break. Can I come visit with you guys for a little while, please?"

"Of course," said Roy, relieved that he would be able to help in some way, even if only by providing a distraction. "We're actually not doing anything right now except playing catch while we wait for the world's slowest computer to finish crunching numbers. The computer's so old, we've nicknamed it Moses. Last year, on Halloween, Breda put a fake beard and a white wig on it then wrote the Ten Commandments on these two little plastic tombstones and set them on either side. I'll show you the picture of it when we get home."

"You guys really have way too much free time," said Edward, his laugh weak but enough for now.

Winry caught them as they were heading down the first floor hallway toward Roy's lab. She gave Ed a tremulous smile, her eyes glistening as if she was about to cry. "Ed," she said, drawing him aside. "I know how upset you are, but can't you at least try to pretend not to hate him? For Al? I know you've been angry at him for a long time. I get it. I do. But Al's really missed him. You were at least old enough to remember him, but Al was too young. This is his first, and maybe last, chance to get to know him. Can't you let him have that?"

"You don't get it Winry," said Ed, his voice heavy with resentment. "Now Al will meet him, and sure they'll talk for a bit or whatever, but then that fucking bastard is just going to blow town. And who's going to have to clean up the mess he leaves behind? Huh? Me! Again! I'm so fucking sick and tired of cleaning up after that fucking loser! So no, I will not play happy fucking family! I will not wait around for that asshole to break my brother's heart!"

Ed spun on his heel and bee-lined straight for Roy's lab. Roy could only give Winry an apologetic smile and follow after Ed even as the first tear traced a trail down Winry's cheek. Really, it wasn't an argument in which anybody could win. Either Ed played nice for the duration of his father's visit and wound up picking up the pieces of his brother's broken heart after – and probably his own as well. Or Ed could do everything in his power to keep up the wall between the brothers and their long-absent father, which could be just as painful and twice as stressful. With neither path being preferable, Roy decided to leave the choice up to Ed. Nobody else had the right to decide which of the two painful paths he should take. If Ed asked for help, Roy would give it, and advise him as best he could. But Roy seriously doubted Ed would ask, because Ed also knew that it was a decision only he could make.

"You look like you're planning where to hide the bodies," Breda was saying to Ed as Roy entered.

"Oh, I wouldn't try to _hide_ the body," said Ed, smiling evilly. "All you have to do is chop it up really well then feed it to the pigs. Little known fact, pigs really will eat anything, including people bits."

"Yikes," said Breda with a dramatic shudder. "Remind me never to piss you off."

"No need to worry," said Ed loftily. "There are only two people in this world I would resort to murder for, and you're neither of them. If _you_ pissed me off, I'd only break a few bones, but you'd definitely live through it."

"Uh, yeah, still not pissing you off then, just saying," said Breda, holding his hands up so as to look as non-threatening as possible. The rest of them could only chuckle at him – though Roy was a little concerned that Ed might not be entirely kidding, considering his current state of mind.

"So, are you going to be home in time to make dinner or should me and Al order take-out?" asked Roy idly as he picked up their erstwhile "ball" and tossed it across the room. Ed found a spare bit of filing cabinet and sat himself down so he could take his place in the line-up.

"I'm probably just going to head home, cook dinner then come right back up here," replied Ed with a shrug. "I figure I can use it as an excuse to get a couple cups of real coffee."

"Yeah, some of the med students were looking at the coffee under a microscope earlier and I didn't like some of the sounds they were making," said Fuery, frowning.

"They sounded like they were about to pile into their cars and head up to the nearest free clinic _en masse_," corroborated Falman and Breda gave a slow fearful nod.

"I could tell you what's in it, like the chemical composition or whatever, but you won't like it," said Ed grimly and every one of them begged off. "I still have nightmares. I wish I'd never analyzed it. I've learned since to be a little more fucking careful about what I choose to do when I'm bored."

"Yeah, but when are you going to get bored enough to make another one of those miracle-making coffee machines of yours?" asked Breda plaintively. "After seeing it at Roy's house, I'd sell my first born for one of my own."

"Well, first you'd have to get laid for that to be a reliable payment method," said Ed pitilessly, and in the next instant everybody but Breda roared with laughter. After a minute, even Breda added his own rueful laughter. "But seriously, we'll see if I have some time to tinker on winter break."

"Seriously?" asked Breda, eyes wide in disbelief. Ed nodded with an indulgent little smile. "Dude, I'm going to have to plan on expanding our temple to you! For real!"

And they really had built a little temple to Ed as a joke. It was just two candles and a framed drawing of a cartoon character version of Ed with wings and a halo, complete with a pocket protector, nerdy glasses with tape on the frames, a pencil behind one ear, and wielding a protractor like a scepter. The picture sat within a cardboard cutout of the Lincoln Memorial from which they'd removed Lincoln. It had been drawn by one of the guys in the engineering lab at their request, and despite its strictly-comedic value, it was a pretty good drawing. They had even set sugar packets and a little coffee k-cup between the candles like an offering. Ed found the whole thing hilarious, which was pretty much the whole point. They'd done it because it was funny, and they'd known it would cheer him up. It got even funnier when the other labs found out about the Temple of Ed, and worshipping at it had become something of a running gag in the Science Department. One of Ed's ballsier students had even called him "Great Science God Ed" when pleading for an extension on his assignment. Ed thought it was so funny and so incredibly gutsy that he'd granted his petitioner's humble request.

Roy and his team continued their game, and their banter, adding Ed into their rotation, all of them relaxing more and more as the time passed them by. Roy could tell that Ed was getting anxious to return to his lab, but Roy could also tell that the younger man was reluctant to leave. He seemed to be having fun, and if anybody needed a little fun right about now, it was Ed. Besides, none of them really wanted him to go. His cleverness and naturally sharp wit brought much-needed laughter to the previously boredom-drenched lab.

Naturally, because they were having so much fun, an interruption _had_ to occur. "_Mr. Elric please come to the front. Mr. Elric, please come to the front_," squawked the intercom on the desk phones all over the building. Ed stiffened where he sat, and cast a glare toward the door, obviously worried about who could be at the front that didn't have security access. Roy gestured for him to stay put and went to the door to peer out. Roy's lab was near enough to the front door that it was easy to see the security desk without even having to leave the lab. When Roy saw who waited there, he let out a sigh of relief and gestured for Edward to come along.

"Oh, it's Teacher!" said Ed happily as soon as he had stepped out of the lab. "It's all right Phill, you can let her through." The security guard gave Ed a friendly smile then nodded and let Izumi step through the metal detectors, handing her a plastic visitor's pass once she was through. This was Roy's first time seeing her without the costume. She was much thinner than she had seemed before, but rather than looking willowy, it would be more accurate to say that she looked _lean_. It was like she had carved away everything unnecessary from her body and left only the muscles most essential to kicking ass and taking names. She walked with the fluid, economic grace of a true fighter, adding to the overall impression of somebody who could, on a whim, fold Roy into a pretzel without breaking a sweat. Her hair, which had been hidden beneath the bonnet before, was separated into dozens of tiny braids which had then been captured in a loose ponytail at the crown of her head. Her clothes were simple and practical, yet still feminine. Roy suspected that Ed hadn't just learned his scowl from her – he was pretty sure that it was from Izumi that Ed had learned to be magnificent even while standing still. "What are you even doing here? Shouldn't you be helping Sig close up the shop right about now?"

"I came because Winry called me to tell me that your no-account father had been by," said Izumi in her customary hard-edged tone. Ed instantly took three hasty steps back, already in a defensive stance – feet spread but arms held close his body with his hands up and loose and ready to catch whatever was coming and with his body positioned in such a way that he was presenting a narrower target.

"You're not going to kick me this time?" asked Ed, confounded when no blow was forthcoming.

"No, Ed, not this time," said Izumi, amused. "Believe it or not, I came just in case that bastard was still here. He deserves a good kick in the ass – or twelve – for leaving you brats for me and Pinako to watch out for. It wasn't so bad when you were little because at least you were still cute, but as soon as you hit puberty you stopped being cute and became nothing but a pain."

"Oh, come on Teacher, you know you liked having the slave labor," scoffed Ed, not the least bit fazed by her words. "Come over here. Let me introduce you to everybody."

"You seem to be in a remarkably good mood for somebody who just had to confront one of the two people he hates most in the world," Izumi pointed out as Ed dragged her toward Roy's lab. "I suppose _you_ are responsible for the good mood then," said Izumi, turning to give Roy that minimal smile Roy was noticing was all she ever really gave. Roy didn't mind it, since Riza was exactly the same way. "It's good to see you again, by the way. Have you and our boy been having fun together?"

"Don't worry, Teacher, Al already gave him the shovel speech," said Ed, and Izumi seemed to actually be pouting a bit.

"You boys take all the fun out of being your fake parents," she said a tad sullenly. Ed laughed brightly, the warmth of it lighting up his face.

"Well, it wasn't much of a shovel speech, especially for Al," admitted Ed, his eyes still sparkling. "So how about I bring Roy by the shop sometime soon? That way Sig can get in on it too."

"Sounds good to me," said Izumi satisfied, giving Roy a half-hearted "I've got my eyes on you" gesture as he followed them into the lab. Roy just smiled his acceptance, and Izumi nodded smartly. "Now, who are these other reprobates you're associating with Edward? Having one friend was miraculous enough. But now you have this many? You may give me heart failure yet."

"You're so funny," growled Ed. "Anyway, everybody, you've all heard me talk about my Teacher, right? Well, this is Izumi Curtis. Teacher, this is Roy's research team," he told her then pointed out each person as he gave her their names. When he was done, he told them, "Izumi was once a physicist too. She got me and Al started when we were little. So, she should probably get an honorable mention over there in my temple."

"Most definitely," agreed Breda. "The first patron saint for the Temple of Ed."

"The what of what?" demanded Izumi and Ed started laughing again before pointing to his modest temple. It was at that point that they were treated to Izumi's warm, rich and almost booming laughter as it filled the room alongside Ed's higher, brighter tones. "So, in short, they're not so much friends as worshippers and supplicants?"

"That's it in a nutshell," said Ed still snickering.

And the team, Roy included, called out, "All hail Ed!" They had done the same thing the first day they'd shown Ed his temple, and it never failed to win a laugh from him.

When the laughter died down again, Roy told Ed, "You should have your Teacher and her husband over to the house for dinner."

"Can we?" asked Ed, his eyes impossibly bright.

"Of course, love, I don't see why not," Roy told him.

"You two sound like a newlywed couple," snickered Izumi. He didn't even know women like Izumi _could_ snicker.

Ed cast a dry look at Roy and said flatly, "I want a divorce."

"Only if I get joint custody of the coffee machine."

"Throw in support payments then. I can't be the only one keeping her fed and clothed."

"Deal," said Roy, holding out his hand, and Ed shook it. "And we didn't even have to call in the lawyers."

"I don't need lawyers to tell me that you only want me for my coffee machine," said Ed haughtily. "I feel so used."

"Such a drama queen," sighed Izumi melodramatically and the laughter erupted all over again.

"Look, Teacher, I hate to ask this," said Ed once general composure had been restored all around. "Could you maybe look in on Al? That jackass said he was going to try to talk to him. Honestly, I don't even think he knows where Al goes to school. But I worry about him trying . . . I don't know, I guess, trying to talk Al around to his side of things. I don't want to see Al hurt. He's got too big a heart to hate that bastard like he deserves."

"I know, Ed, don't worry," said Izumi, putting a hand on his shoulder. "I'll go check on him as soon as I leave here. Would you still like us to come for dinner?"

"Of course! That would be awesome!" replied Ed, his mood lifting again. "I'll dig out some of mom's old recipes and put together something special."

"Perfect," said Izumi then she pulled Ed into a hug. "Take care of yourself, kid."

"I will, Teacher," Ed promised.

Izumi stepped up to Roy and pulled him into a crushing hug too, much to Roy's shock. He didn't know whether he shoulder hug her back or fight for his life, and he feared that the first option might necessitate to the second. But she thankfully let him go after a moment, patted his cheek and told him, "Fuck over my Edward and we'll serve you up in the butcher shop." Roy could only stare, his mouth hanging open. "I feel better now," she said, sounding almost refreshed as she strolled out of the lab, telling them, "It was a pleasure meeting you." And then she was gone.

"Well, at least now we know how you got to be so . . . Ed," said Breda and even Ed had to laugh.


	11. What's Been Broken
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**Chapter 11**

**_What's Been Broken _**

Roy was just sitting down at an outdoor table at the student union to eat a pre-packaged sandwich he'd probably be better off without when he was hailed from across the quad. It was Jean Havoc, waving like an idiot and trying to get his attention. Roy waved tiredly back so the man would know he could stop flailing before he made himself look like more ridiculous than he already did. Riza was walking beside Jean, but she somehow managed to keep her dignity despite her companion's lack thereof.

The pair sat down at the table and Roy asked them, "What's up? You two wouldn't be hanging out together if there wasn't a reason?"

"Sorry to interrupt lunch, chief, but I was kinda hoping you'd know where Boss was hiding out." Jean ran a hand over his reddish blond hair and gave Roy a rueful sort of half-smile his blue eyes offering an apology. Jean looked like everything a stereotypical guy with a sports scholarship ought to look like – well-muscled, confident, carefree, and not too bright. He was truly "living the college life", complete with trying to pick up women, joining a fraternity, going to parties, and avoiding homework. The only thing he applied anything like a work ethic to was football. He attended every practice without fail, and when he wasn't practicing he worked out or went running.

"I am on a similar errand," added Riza, not even letting the fact that she was sitting on what amounted to a cafeteria bench mar the perfect posture with which she sat. Seeing Riza in a pose that was anything less than poised was so rare as to be classified as a mythical phenomenon, so even if somebody claimed to have spotted it, nobody would believe it. Her blonde hair, a shade of gold slightly darker than Ed's, was always swept back neatly and curled into a bun with a single large barrette to hold it in place. Her expression was schooled into an impassive mask that made most people believe her to be cold at best – downright scary at worst – but Roy knew from experience that just because she didn't show her emotions, didn't mean she was without them. It just meant she was more cautious than most. Her smiles may be small, but they were always genuinely warm. It was also possible to occasionally see flashes of what she was feeling by watching for the hints of it in her deep brown eyes. "Apparently, you and Hughes are the only two who have reliable contact information for Edward. So the responsibility of putting us in touch with him falls to you."

"But why do you need to reach him?" asked Roy, already pulling his cell phone out of his pocket.

"Well, I was just trying to reach him because we'd promised to work out together today," said Jean with a shrug. "He was saying yesterday that he's going nuts spending all his time cleaning up. I know he works out sometimes, so I told him we should meet up and spend some time in the gym. But we were supposed to meet an hour ago, and he's still a no-show."

"I only wanted to go over the information that he had given Hughes," explained Riza simply. "Also, Edward had requested another book from me. It took some time to find, so I wasn't able to bring it to him until today."

"I was about to go to the lab to look for Ed when I saw Riza coming out of the lab, and she said he wasn't there and that you were at the student union, so here we are," finished Jean and Riza nodded curtly.

"But you hate going to the lab," said Roy, searching through his contacts.

"No sh-" Jean cut off the curse with a nervous look at Riza. "No kidding. I don't want nerd cooties. But did you see Ed's eyebags? Dude! He looks like he ain't slept in a month. And he was looking seriously strung out when I saw him earlier. If that kid doesn't get a break _soon_, he's seriously gonna explode – and I don't mean like 'aaargh' explode, I mean like 'boom' explode. I know the whole science nerd thing is high pressure and all, but damn."

"It's true, Edward has been looking a little tense lately, but I'm sure he'll be fine," said Riza serenely. "He's tougher than he may seem. From what I gather, he seems to me to be the type of man who only becomes more determined when outside pressures are at their strongest."

Roy tuned the pair out at that moment because Ed had answered his phone, and he did not sound like himself. "Hey, love, where are you right now?"

"Walking," answered Ed, sounding almost half-asleep somehow, like he wasn't even aware he was talking.

"Walking where?" Roy asked him.

"I don't know," answered Ed after too long of a pause. "I guess heading back to your house. Nowhere else to go, really."

"Good, I'll be there in a few minutes then," said Roy, trying to sound like it was just a casual decision and not like he was skating halfway down the hill toward panic.

"Why? Isn't it still early?" asked Ed absently.

"There's not much to do right, and I was getting bored," lied Roy, ignoring Riza's hard-eyed glare. She seemed to have a sixth sense for when he was skiving off of work – and for when something was wrong. Which of the two she was sensing now was anybody's guess, since technically both were true. "I thought now might be a good time for some real coffee."

"Oh, okay," said Ed as if he hadn't really heard and didn't really care. "See you." Ed hung up and Roy was out of his seat and halfway to his car before his friends could even ask what was wrong.

"Something's up with Ed, I just know it," Roy told them as he fumbled with his car keys.

"Then we'll come with you," decided Riza without hesitation. She really was pretty fond of those Elric boys.

"Hell yeah, if anything's wrong with the Boss, I'm so there," agreed Jean, already jumping into Roy's backseat even as Riza climbed into the passenger seat. Roy didn't feel like wasting time arguing with them. Instead, he started the car and tore out of the parking lot. It didn't take them long to get to the house – Roy only lived a couple miles from the university – and Ed hadn't made it there yet when they arrived. Roy spent the first few minutes pacing, always keeping one eye on the door. When that got boring, Roy fixed himself a cup of coffee, but Riza took it away from him.

"You've clearly had too much caffeine already," she said, forcing him to sit on the couch by benefit of her glare – a glare which had been known to leave lesser men bleeding.

Edward finally walked in, and Roy jumped up, about to rush over to him only to stop short. "Ed, what happened to your face?"

"Oh, um, nothing much," said Ed a bit self-consciously, putting a hand over the blooming bruise on the side of his jaw. "I should probably . . . put something on it." He headed off into the kitchen, and Roy had to force himself to close his mouth once he realized it was hanging open. What could have possibly happened to make Ed's eyes look so . . . hollow? It was like all of the life had been drained out of him. The only thing he could think of that might affect him so deeply would be if something happened to Al, but he would be in a lot worse state than just looking lost if that had been the case. And that's exactly how he looked . . . lost. It was like he had somehow lost his mooring and was drifting without direction.

Roy and his two guests all crowded into the kitchen, and they found Ed sitting on the countertop, holding a package of frozen strawberries against his jaw. Riza reached Ed's side before Roy did, and she made him move the strawberries out of the way so she could see the damage. "What happened Edward?" she asked, sounding downright gentle. It was enough to make both Roy and Jean blink at her in confusion.

"It's nothing," said Ed, looking anywhere but at her face.

"Edward," she said in the sharp tone of a Catholic school teacher – the sort of tone that carried echoes of rulers cracking across knuckles. "Who hit you?" Ed mumbled something in reply, looking down at the package of strawberries he was still holding. "Louder, if you please."

"It was Alphonse," said Ed at last. "Look, like I said, it's not a big deal. Brothers fight, that's just . . . how it is." He tried to sound flippant, but that hesitation toward the end made it clear that this wasn't the usual tiff between brothers. And the look on Riza's face made it clear she wasn't going to settle for the non-answer. "It's just . . . Al wants me to do something I really don't want to do . . . and we're both being stubborn and stupid about it. And Al just sort of . . . snapped. It's really my fault . . . because I went over there pissed in the first place . . . That kid is supposed to be at school right now not hanging out with . . . So, yeah, Al will calm down after a while . . . and I already apologized to him . . . so, yeah . . ."

No wonder he looked so lost. Ed lived and breathed for his brother. If Al was angry enough at him to hit him, Ed had to be mentally beating himself to a bloody pulp. To be honest, it wouldn't even matter if Ed had really been the one in the wrong or not. He would still blame himself for the blow up, because to him Al could do no wrong. Al was all but a saint in Ed's eyes, and no one was allowed to hurt that precious saint, not even Ed. And for all of Ed's honesty about pretty much everything, he could be amazingly opaque when it came to showing his own weakness. He didn't just do it so he could appear strong, he did it so that others wouldn't worry. So, at that moment, for every single ounce of misery they saw on his face, it was likely there were ten more that they didn't see and never would.

"Oh, um, sorry about today, Havoc," said Ed absently. "I know I said we'd meet up. Can we do it another day?"

"Sure, Boss, not a problem," said Jean in a kind tone. "You know, I've got some ointment that's good for bruises. It's in my bag, back at school. I could get it and bring it back and maybe pick up some Chinese food on the way. How's that sound?"

"Sure," said Ed with a soft, tired sigh. "Sounds good." He jumped down off the counter and wove his way between the people in the kitchen. "I need a shower. I've got grass in my hair still." Once he was gone they all sagged – even Riza – all three of them a little relieved and at the same time disheartened.

"Roy, go ahead and take Jean back to the university to pick up his things and his vehicle. Besides, you have work to be getting back to," said Riza, pitching her voice low. "I'll stay here with Edward, so I don't want to hear any excuses from you. You may return at your usual time."

"But, I should-"

"No argument," said Riza, that Catholic school whip crack voice making him twitch in place. Really, there was just no arguing with her when she was like that. Those who had tried had not fared well, and Roy was very much a fan of faring well. To his surprise, she said in a much softer tone, "Don't worry. Edward will be fine. After a little time and distance from the argument, I'm sure he'll bounce back. Go say your goodbyes."

Roy went upstairs and knocked on the bathroom door. "Are you naked? If so, can I peek?" asked Roy, keeping his tone lighthearted. There was a click as the lock on the bathroom door disengaged, and Roy took as an invitation and walked in, closing the door behind him. "Hey there sexy," he said, wrapping his arms around the barely dressed blond and reveling in the red that lit Ed's cheeks. Ed still wasn't anywhere close to all right, but it was a good sign that he was responding to Roy's teasing. Roy would take any good sign he could get at that point. "I have to head back to the lab, but Riza's going to stick around. She said something about peeking at your spy profiles and bringing a book you wanted to borrow. Also, I'm taking Jean back to get his stuff, so he'll be back in a few minutes to hang out too. If you need anything at all, just give me a call. I'll only be a few minutes away."

"I'll be fine," said Ed, but if Roy thought for a second that he meant he wouldn't be worrying so much. "No slacking off on my account, remember? You should get back to work." He leaned up and kissed Roy in that soft sweet way that felt like coming home, and Roy wished fervently he dared stay. "I'll see you tonight."

"Yeah, I'll try to be home on time, love," promised Roy, stealing another kiss before leaving the younger man to his shower. Walking out that door when every single one of his instincts were screaming at him to stay had to be the hardest thing he'd ever done. Seeing his pitiful state, Riza almost relented and let him stay. But then she firmed her resolve and reinforced his banishment, and all he could do was head out with Jean in tow.

Contrary to what Roy had told Ed, there was actually quite a bit to be done at the lab. However, after the first couple hours, his team sent him home because he was too distracted to do his work at all well. He was a little annoyed about them ordering him out of his own lab, but at the same time, he couldn't help but love his friends for worrying about him. They'd known he was distracted because there was something wrong, and had told him to go home out of kindness. So he promised them he'd return bright and early the next day, and grabbed his stuff to head home.

He had just gotten in the car when his cell phone rang, and he was a little startled by the identity of his caller. "Hey Al, what's going on?" greeted Roy cautiously. "Is everything all right?"

"No, not really," answered Al, sounding miserable. "Have you seen my brother? Either he's in the lab or he forgot to charge his phone again because I haven't been able to reach him."

"He's at the house," Roy told him, wondering if maybe he should ask about the fight. No, he shouldn't. It really wasn't his place. "Riza and Jean are keeping him company. I didn't feel like he should be left alone right now." All right, so Roy didn't want to interfere, that didn't mean he couldn't put a little pressure on the younger brother to fix what he'd broken. Didn't Al know how important he was to Ed? Didn't he know how badly his anger had hurt Ed? If he didn't know it already, he should be made aware soonest. Al was the light of Ed's world, and you can't take something like that away and not expect there to be consequences. "It's been a couple days since we've seen you back at the house. You must have been busy."

"No, not really," Al said again, and this time his voice was somewhere between exasperated and apologetic. "I've been with our dad. Has Ed told you yet who hit him? I know you've seen his jaw. Well, it was me. He was being such a prick, and I lost my temper. He just wouldn't listen at all, and he wasn't even trying to understand. But it's really important that he at least listen to what dad has to say. He came back to keep us safe. I just wanted Ed to understand that."

"Look, I know I'm an outsider, and I'm not going to pretend to know even half of what's going on, but I'm going to throw in my humble opinion anyway," said Roy frankly. "You and I both know that Ed doesn't trust easily. He's open and earnest and honest even when he's trying not to be, but for all the people he's drawn in with his looks and his kindness, he still only has maybe a handful of people he calls his friend, because it takes enormous effort to give them his trust. Have you ever wondered why? Sure, he's probably been hurt plenty over the years. No heart that big is ever going to survive living in this world without getting wounded a few times along the way, but those wounds aren't why he can't trust. It's because once upon a time, when he was still young enough to be impressionable, he watched somebody he loved and trusted walk out the door. He was old enough to remember watching your father walk away. Then, all down the years, every time he needed a parent to shoulder the burdens a child should never have to carry, all the times he wished not to have to handle everything alone, the one person who could have taken that weight away from him was nowhere to be found. He was hurt pretty deeply, but he buried it over the years so that he could keep moving forward. Now, the source of that pain has come back to dig up all that old hurt, and can you really blame your brother for not wanting any part of it. Just because a wound has healed doesn't mean the scar won't still ache, and once you reopen a wound that was once healed, it takes longer to heal the second time. So, no, your brother won't talk to your father. But if what he has to say is really that important, maybe he should tell _you_, and then _you_, who Ed loves and trusts above all others, could convey the message to him. If Ed still refuses to listen, I'll help you make him listen to you. But I won't help you make him talk to his father. I won't help you hurt him."

There was a long pause, and Roy started to wonder if Al had hung up somewhere in the middle of that little tirade, but then he heard Al sigh. "All right, I'll discuss it with dad. Please tell Ed to turn on his phone or charge it or . . . whatever. I'll call later."

Al hung up, and Roy leaned forward until his forehead hit the steering wheel. Al was such a sweet kid usually, so Roy felt like he'd just run over a fluffy bunny then backed up to do it again. But it was a necessary evil. Al was so caught up in how happy he was to finally meet his father, and he couldn't understand why his brother wasn't just as happy. He wanted to sweep away all the lonely years and just be a family again. He wanted his family to be whole. Roy could understand how he felt. He'd trade anything to have a chance to meet his long-dead parents, but that wasn't the same thing at all. Hohenheim hadn't died. He'd left. He'd broken their family all on his own, and had made no effort to fix it. So, no, their family would not be whole again anytime soon. Once something is broken, even if it's repaired, it can never be the same again. It can never be truly whole again. Broken things will always carry within them the memory of being broken. That's why it was easier for them to stay broken than to pretend to be whole.

With a long and weary sigh, Roy sat back and started the car. It was past time for him to head home to do some damage control. Ed would not thank him for the little speech Roy had given Al, but to be brutally honest, he hadn't done it for himself anyway. He'd said all that because Ed never would, but somebody needed to. Somebody needed to remind Al of what was important. Al and Ed were a set, not to be sold separately. It had been just the two of them against the world for more than half of their lives. Whoever else wove themselves in and out of their lives – estranged father included – that had always and would always be the one constant. The brothers would always come first for each other, and all others were secondary. Roy hadn't even been around them that long and even he knew that much. Al knew it too, but he had forgotten it because he was caught in the dazzling illusion of something he thought he wanted even more.

When Roy got home, he found Ed and Jean sitting on the floor in the middle of the parlor, surrounded by stacks of records and listening to Harry Chapin's _Cats in the Cradle_ on the record player. "What in the world are you two doing?" asked Roy, stepping carefully so he didn't plant a foot on vinyl record instead of vinyl flooring.

"We're organizing," replied Ed distractedly. "First by genre then alphabetically after that. It's so we can find what we want to listen to more easily."

"We had some trouble finding the right records," Jean told him, giving a Roy look that all but shouted "save me".

Riza was sitting on the couch with Ed's open laptop on her lap and her own open laptop on the sofa beside her. Without looking up, she explained to Roy, "Since he was having so much trouble finding a suitable record, I suggested that he might be better served by organizing the collection. There was a little trouble initially, but things are running more smoothly now that we have system in place." She finally looked up, and thanks to their long friendship, she was able to communicate her intent to him without saying a word. Her message was clear: She'd given Ed this task to keep him distracted and focused, and so far it was working as intended. "What are you doing home so early? Was I not clear that you shouldn't be pushing your work off onto others?"

"They told me to go," Roy told her with a shrug, feeling a bit like a scolded twelve-year-old. She was really entirely too good at that. He made his way through the forest of records to Ed's side and kissed the top of his head. Ed looked up at him, and Roy rejoiced to see at least a tiny spark of Ed's old self burning in those amber orbs. It was a weak spark, granted, but it was enough for now. "Would you like some help, love?"

"If you want," said Ed with a shrug. "I made you a plate. It's in the fridge."

"Thank you, love, I'll go eat then come back and help," Roy told him, and since Ed was still looking up at him, Roy stole a brief taste of warm lips before heading into the kitchen. He pulled his plate out of the fridge and turned to put it in the microwave only to almost drop the plate, his heart just about leaping out of his chest upon discovering Riza standing behind him. How did she always _do that_? He'd accused Maes of being a ninja before, but they all knew that when it came to the ninja arts Riza was the real master.

"Roy, are you fully aware of what's going on?" asked Riza quietly, and Roy just looked at her, blinking slowly while his brain caught up with the question.

"How do you mean?" he asked in turn.

She let out a tiny frustrated sigh. "I mean the situation with the people that have been chasing the Elric brothers. I read the notebook where the boys had written their notes while translating their father's rather cryptic code. Do you even know what it is this company did with their father's research – what they apparently intended it to do all along?" Roy quirked an eyebrow at her in silent inquiry. "They used his discovery to wipe out an entire town, Roy. The place was _obliterated_ and afterwards they simply covered it up. Hundreds of people _died_, and this company swept it under the rug. Are you really ready to put yourself in the crosshairs of a company that has the power to do that? Do you really want to go head-to-head with people who are _willing_ to do that?"

As Riza's words hit home, Roy found that he really needed to sit down. "A whole _town_?" he asked, because, really, what else can you say to that? "It's no wonder Hohenheim doesn't want anybody to get their hands on his research. Is there really no way we bring them to justice for that if for nothing else?"

"To be honest, I'm not sure," admitted Riza, and Roy felt the ground pulled out from under him all over again. There has never been a time in Roy's memory that Riza has been "not sure" about _anything_. "If we were digging into this alone, I would say 'no', there is no chance of making this right. However, with the Elrics help . . . maybe. If we're careful, we might be able to make these bastards pay for their crimes. Have you read through the Elrics' notes or those profiles that they've created? Those boys are much more resourceful than law enforcement agencies have been thus far. So, with their resourcefulness and analytical abilities, it might be possible to do the impossible."

"I see," said Roy, more to himself than to her.

"On a more personal note, I am concerned for Edward," she interjected neatly. "He seems to be a bit . . . I don't think 'stressed' is quite the right word for it. Are you certain you're up to the task of helping him through this? I have to be frank with you, I know how you usually handle relationships – on those rare occasions when one of your dalliances strays into deeper waters. Usually, when it gets too deep, though, you immediately sound the retreat. I don't want to see you do that to somebody like Edward."

Roy wanted to be horrified that she would think that about him, or at least offended, but he couldn't. He knew she was speaking the truth, just like she always did. Riza had been his voice of reason since they were children, and he would always count on her to keep him grounded firmly in reality. But, this time, there was one thing he was completely, totally certain that she had wrong. "To tell you the truth, Riza, I think I was in too deep from the minute I met him. I couldn't back out now if I tried," Roy told her, looking her in the eye so she could see that he meant what he said. The admission leaves a strange ache in his chest, a breathless feeling akin to fear – or maybe exhilaration – but it wasn't altogether unpleasant. He would live with that ache forever if it meant he could keep waking up to the spread of shimmering gold on the pillow beside him, keep delighting in the privilege of laying hands on the pale gold masterpiece of Ed's body, keep drowning in the sea of passionate emotions hidden in the molten honey depths of those bottomless, too-knowing eyes. When it came to love, Roy was a fool at the best of times, but even a fool would know better than to ever turn aside someone as unimpeachably magnificent as Edward. "I'm not going anywhere. I would never dream of it. Actually, I almost kinda hope that after this is all over, I can talk them into living here in this house more permanently."

"Are you serious?" asked Riza, and it was her turn to look shell-shocked

"I have plenty of space, and I like having him and his brother here," said Roy with a shrug that made the statement seem far more careless than the implications it dragged with it. Roy usually hated having people invade his home. Out of all of the people he'd dated, all the casual affairs that earned him his reputation, never once had he allowed anybody else to even stay overnight in his house. Occasionally, he would have friends come over, but only Riza and Maes – who were as close to him as family – had ever been allowed to stay overnight. Riza knew that, so it made sense that she would be confused. "Over the last several days, and in spite of all the craziness, I've been happier than I could ever remember being. It's weird, I know, but . . . I just can't help myself. And I don't think I'd want to."

Riza took in a long breath as if to sigh, but then her lips curved in a warm smile that was wider than any smile he'd ever seen on her face to date. "I'm glad," she said at last. "It's about time you found happiness. I wish you both all the best."

"Thanks, Riza," said Roy, grinning at her like the idiot he was. "That really means a lot."

Riza finally left Roy to reheat and scarf down his leftover take-out in peace, and when he was done he rejoined the trio in the parlor. He had to scoot over some of the stacks of records to make space to sit, but the small smile Ed gave him in greeting made up for any inconvenience factor. Ed explained his sorting system to him, saying that first they had to put the records in stacks by general alphanumerical groupings – A through D in one stack, E through H in another and so on. After that, they could alphabetize each stack then sort the already alphabetized records by genre. It would be more efficient than sorting by genre first then having to alphabetize each genre separately – it was clearly Riza's suggestion, since efficiency was the only temple at which she bowed.

It was a large collection, so the process took another hour-and-a-half to get through in its entirety. Once the last record had been placed on the makeshift shelves they'd created – let it never be said Ed wasn't good at improvising – Havoc stretched hugely and said, "I don't know about you, but I need to move around a bit to work the kinks out. Hey, Boss, weren't you supposed to show me some of those legendary moves of yours today? How about we go out back, and you show me how to do that stance or whatever that you were talking about?"

"Unbreakable stance," corrected Ed disinterestedly. "Since you helped me with this, I suppose I could. I'll go change clothes." Ed got up and stretched with his usual casual grace and made his way upstairs. Roy got up and stretched too, a little embarrassed that, unlike the two athletes, his joints creaked just a bit. He sat down in one of the room's two chairs with a sigh that spoke volumes for his gratitude that such a thing as a chair even existed (_bless you chair, for not being the floor_).

"Let me ask you a weird question," said Roy, turning to look at Jean. "Why do you call Ed 'Boss'? I mean, is it a reflex? Is it teasing? Or do you think he's just that scary?"

"All three?" replied Jean, earning himself an impatiently perplexed frown. "A while back, a bunch of the guys on the football team started having trouble with their grades. Not me, of course, since I had Breda helping me out. But it was enough of us that it became a real problem. So the coach bribed the Boss into helping out. I guess the guys gave Ed some problems at first because of," he moved his hand to indicate height, "and you know," he waved his hand to indicate his face, "so the Boss had to set them straight the hard way. Thanks to that, anytime somebody on the team hears the name Ed Elric, they look over their shoulder and make sure he's not there. Even the ones who weren't there have heard the blow-by-blow. One of the cheerleaders commented that they were acting like they were a bunch of mobsters scared of the big boss. So, the football team has been calling him Boss ever since."

"And somehow, my complete lack of surprise is more surprising than your story," said Roy, smirking dryly.

Ed returned, wearing his close-fitting black sweats and a black ribbed tank-top that was so tight it was all but bonded to him on a molecular level. "Woah, dude! Is that _the_ automail?" asked Jean with his usual stunning lack of tact. "The guys mentioned it and all, and they said it was pretty badass, but this is my first time seeing it. I've seen automail before, but it's always clunky. But yours is almost the exact same size and shape as your arm."

"That's mostly Winry's design. I just helped her decrease the size of the internal mechanisms so she could reduce the size of the casing without risking problems with heat exchange and conductivity . . ." Ed stopped at the complete incomprehension on Jean's face. "I made the insides smaller so that she could make the outside smaller," he enunciated and Jean made an "oh". Ed just shook his head and walked past them towards the backyard. He had his hands in the pockets of his sweats which naturally pulled them even tighter across his ass. This meant that as he walked by, three heads turned the side as one to watch his retreat. Roy was suitably shocked that Riza and Jean were staring, but considering the content of the show they were watching, he couldn't say he blamed them. "No staring at my ass. Don't think I can't feel your fucking eyes," growled Ed. Two of the three straightened and had manners enough to blush and look contrite. "That means you too Mustang. TPO."

"Say what?" asked Roy.

"Time, place, and opportunity," replied Ed, turning to glare at him.

"Well, it was at _this_ time and in _this_ place that I had the perfect opportunity," said Roy, unrepentant. "Besides, if you don't want anyone looking, you should take your hands out of your pockets. You're showcasing, love."

"I seriously feel that if you have not died by the age of forty of something whose first symptom is testicular necrosis, there is no justice in this world," said Ed wistfully before finally heading out the back door.

"_Damn_, harsh!" chortled Jean as he followed Ed out the back door.

Riza and Roy exchanged a look, Riza's lips twitching in the barest hint of suppressed laughter, then followed after the pair. The pair of spectators sat on the porch swing under the shade of the overhead trellis and watched as Ed tried to explain concepts like center of gravity and weight distribution. He demonstrated by letting Jean try to tackle him – _try_ being the operative term. No matter what Jean tried he simply couldn't budge Ed. He even tried lifting him, but Ed stayed rooted to ground. It shouldn't have been physically possible, but there it was.

"You weigh, what, two-ten? I weigh maybe a buck seventy with the automail, and yet you can't move me even with momentum on your side," began Ed in a very teacher-like tone. Because of Ed's age, it was easy to forget that he was, in fact, a university professor. This was Roy's first time seeing Ed in full teacher mode. He was patient – which was actually pretty shocking, given Ed's general lack patience at any other time – but he was also firm, demanding, persistent, and very unflappable. He brooked no nonsense and refused to take "I don't know" as an answer, but he was also willing to explain carefully and took notice of when the student clearly didn't get it. It made Roy want to try sitting in on one of Ed's classes.

The lesson went on until nearly sunset, and Jean had no choice but to leave to go to football practice. He thanked Ed profusely and promised to tell the other guys hey for him, then took off. Ed let out a heavy sigh and reached up to pull the rubber band from his hair, shaking his braid loose and working the knots out with his fingers. Roy started to say something but then stopped, unable to remember what he was going to say as he stared in awe at the vision before him.

The sun was sinking below the horizon and casting a ruddy glow over Ed, who stood there a moment with his eyes closed as he let the autumn wind cool the sweat on his skin. His automail fist was clenched at his side, the metal arm gleaming in the colors of the sunset, red and orange and vivid pink. With the dusk-painted sky as his backdrop and the waning sun setting the gold of his hair and skin ablaze, he wasn't just beautiful, he was radiant. The moment didn't last long, but it was well worth pausing to watch, putting all other thoughts on hold to simply drink in the sight.

"Yeah, I can definitively say I will never get tired of having him around," Roy whispered to Riza, the note in his voice the sort reserved only for prayers. Clearing his throat, Roy said for Ed's benefit, "Maybe you ought to take another shower, love. I think there's grass in your automail and a little bit of mud in your hair."

"Shit," muttered Ed then he let out a sigh. "I'll get dinner started after my shower. Are you sticking around to eat, Hawkeye?"

"What do you plan to make?" she asked him, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

"Don't worry, Ed's pretty handy in the kitchen," Roy reassured her.

"Then I would be delighted," said Riza, giving Ed her warmest smile. "Thank you for inviting me."

"Sure," said Ed, and this time he was giving Riza his "you may actually be an alien" look. After a moment of staring at her with his head cocked to the side, he finally shrugged then went inside to shower.

"Alphonse called me earlier," Roy told Riza since Ed was well and truly out of earshot. "He wants Ed to at least listen to their father, but Ed wants nothing to do with the man. I can't blame him, and won't force him. But I can't help but wonder exactly what it is Hohenheim has to say. Does it pertain to this case? Or is it just that he wants to explain his reasons for leaving?"

"It would certainly be easier if Ed would simply sit down and listen to him," said Riza, pondering the issue. "But you and I know a little something about what it means to cut ties with those whose presence is harmful to mental and physical well-being." They did indeed know, since they'd done exactly that with Riza's father. He had been a brilliant scientist once, and a mentor and father figure for Roy in his own way, but he had also been slipping toward insanity for years. Finally, Riza and Roy had both decided to have him committed, and eventually cut ties with him altogether for everyone's peace of mind. The man was paranoid, and in his fear, had treated his daughter cruelly. Much of Roy and Riza's closeness was born from the difficulties they'd suffered together as they'd broken off their connection to Berthold Hawkeye. It was no wonder Riza related so well to Ed who also shared a stormy and overall unfortunate relationship with his father. "Maybe if we can at least find out what the subject of his father's message is, we might be able to decide whether to advise Ed to keep his distance or attempt to listen. Are you able to contact Alphonse? He might be biased on the topic, but he would also be the best person to give us the perspective we need in order to proceed."

"I did tell Al that he'll need to be the one to convey his father's message to Ed, but you may be right about getting some perspective," said Roy, pulling out his phone as he thought about the problem. Rather than call Al, he decided to text him the question then waited impatiently for the reply. When his phone sang out the ringtone Ed had given him to use for Al – the same one Ed used, because Roy could appreciate the pun too. "Hey, what's up?" said Roy in greeting.

"I can ask him, but I'd like to know why you want me to, if you please," said Al, his tone polite but crackling like a command.

"I was talking to Riza about the problem, and she suggested maybe if we knew a little bit more about what's going on we might be able to help Ed make the right decision," Roy told him bluntly. "We want what's best for him. If keeping him away from your father is better for him then we'll back his decision. If it's better for him to sit down and talk to him then we'll help convince him. What it comes down to is that if this conversation has nothing to do with getting you guys out of your current troubles then no dice. Anything else will just be to satisfy your father's selfish need for absolution and will have nothing to do with helping Ed, and may in fact only hurt him even worse than he's been hurt already. Like I said before, I won't help you hurt Ed. That's all there is to it."

"I get it," said Al with a heavy sigh. "Let me see what I can do."

"Thank you, Al," said Roy, and he meant it. It couldn't be easy for Al either. All he wanted to get to know the man he had spent almost his whole life wondering about. It's true that Ed had done his best to fulfill the roles of mother, father, and big brother, but there was only so much he could do. Al wanted to fill the gaping hole left in his life by the absence of any parents. Roy could sympathize. That didn't mean that Ed felt the same as Al, and it was important to respect that difference. Maybe if Hohenheim had returned even just a couple years ago, things may have been different. But the long stretch of lonely years had only fed the bitterness toward Hohenheim until it choked all other emotions Ed might have felt for the man he would barely call "father" and would never call "dad".

Returning his phone to his pocket, Roy told Riza Al's answer, and she simply nodded her acceptance. The two of them went back into the parlor and waited for Ed to come down. Al's return call didn't come until Ed was already in the middle of cooking dinner. Al said only that he was on his way to the house, and Roy didn't know whether he should happy about that or not. He did, however, know that he needed to let Ed know.

"Love, I just got off the phone with Al. He says he's on his way back," said Roy, and the reaction was not what he expected. Ed abruptly tensed, the spoon he'd been holding clattering to the floor to splash sauce all around where it landed.

"Shit, sorry," muttered Ed, bending down to pick up the spoon then carrying it to the sink to wash. "He probably won't stay though. He's just coming to talk me isn't he? Because I haven't been answering my phone?"

"Pretty much," said Roy, feeling like he should apologize for instigating the return. "Why haven't you been answering the phone? I thought maybe that was only incidental, but you intentionally turned off your phone, didn't you?"

"Yeah," said Ed, returning his attention to pot on the stove.

"But why?" demanded Roy. "Especially now when you have dangerous people after you, not being able to contact you scares the hell out of those of us who need to know you're all right."

"Sorry, I just figured it'd be fine since I was here, and you know the people I was with. I'd already attended my morning classes and got a sub to take my afternoon classes since I wasn't sure how long it would take me find Al. So, the only person who would be trying to call me right now would be Al, and . . . I wasn't ready to . . . to talk to him yet," explained Ed quietly. "I needed to get my head straight first. Still not quite there yet, but I'll make do I guess."

"Don't worry about it so much, love," said Roy, wrapping his arms around Ed's slender waist from behind and pulling him closer. Roy kissed the nape of Ed's neck and nuzzled the tense line of his jaw, pleased when Ed relaxed into his embrace. "It'll be fine. You two love each other, and you'll get through this just like you've gotten through everything else. You're too stubborn to do otherwise."

"I hope your right," whispered Ed. "I really do."


	12. Late Nite Action

**A/N:** I got done with the chapter much, much sooner than expected. I was just sitting there in my sleep-deprived daze plugging away at it when suddenly WHOOSH, I was done. It was so abrupt, I had to just sit there blinking for a few minutes and wonder where the hell this chapter even came from. Was it chapter fairies, ninjas, maybe aliens with mind-control capabilities? It could just be part of the cockroaches evil plot to take over the world, but I doubt it. I don't think they're anime fans.

Fun bit of trivia, the punch speed mentioned in the chapter is actually the recorded speed for a jab by Ricky "The Hitman" Hatton, a former British welterweight champ. I thought it would be appropriate. I also discovered that the fastest recorded punch is just under 44mph, if you can believe it. Can you say "ow"? Another fun fact: the science behind a punch is remarkably complicated. The measurements are simple enough: force per unit of impact area (it's shown as pounds per square inch). Where it goes pear-shaped is that impact area varies based on the contours of the contacted surface and a long laundry-list of other conditions. Way too many variables in the end, so usually when they look at punches they look at the force applied rather than the pressure of the impact. Yay, the science of violence! ^.^

**Chapter 12**

**_Late Nite Action_**

"Oh my God, are you all right? I didn't think I'd hit you _that_ hard," fussed Al, lifting his brother's bruised face to the light.

"I'm fine Al," said Ed with that smile that he only ever gave to Al, a smile that hid nothing and everything. "I already put ice on it, and I took something to bring down the swelling. It's not like it's broken or dislocated. It's fine."

"It's not fine. I never should have said what I did," said Al, radiating remorse and unhappiness. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean any of it-"

"No, Al, you were right," said Ed, his voice becoming quiet again, as if the effort to push out those words was almost too great for him. "You don't need to apologize."

"Oh, Brother, don't do this to yourself," said Al, all but whispering as tears gathered in his eyes. "I should never have said something like that to you. I knew how badly you'd take it, and I know you eat yourself alive with guilt. I know how you are. Nobody is as hard on you for your choices as you are."

"Enough Al, we can discuss it later," said Ed sternly. "Have you been eating right? Sleeping properly? I know you've been skipping classes, and don't think for a second that you're off the hook for that. I've already talked to your teachers and explained the situation to them. They said they won't dock your points for the unexcused absences if you do the list of assignments they gave me to pass on to you. And there's an extra credit assignment that will make up for the exam you missed. I told them that it may be a few more days before it's safe for you to return to class, and they said that's fine as long as you continue to keep in touch with them."

"Oh, Ed, do I even _want _to know what you said to them to get them to give me so many concessions?" asked Al, his expression somewhere between love and exasperation.

"I just told them about the break-ins and that the cops think it might be people coming after my research and that there's a risk to your safety so you'll be laying low," explained Ed, waving off the implied accusation. "It's all true. I didn't even curse. I just laid it out and left the rest up to their imaginations. The guy who skipped school has no fucking room to complain."

"You're right, Brother, I'm sorry," said Al, once again repentant. "I shouldn't have put you in a position where you had to cover for me. I'm just relieved you didn't bully them like you did the high school gym teacher."

"He was a pervert!" protested Ed defensively. "And I'm not the one who put the French teacher in therapy. I wound up having to take Spanish because when I was signing up for the language classes, the counselor said that Ms. Alberts couldn't hear the name Elric without having a panic attack."

"She put herself in therapy. She should have known better than to flap her gums," said Al dismissively. "And what about Mr. Peterson? I don't think his eyebrows ever did grow back properly, and that was all on you."

"But Mr. Halder was all on _you_, little brother," said Ed, lifting an accusing eyebrow toward Al. "He has a nervous tick now. He even retired early."

"I get the feeling that your high school transcripts will read like the Devil's résumé," said Riza, shaking her head with a sigh. "I'm a little surprised that you got into so much trouble yet still managed to get into college and be considered respected scientists."

"There's a long, distinguished history of brilliant scientists who made trouble in school," said Al and both Elrics shrugged.

"It's the 'brilliant' that makes them act out," said Ed, and Al nodded his agreement. "I mean, think about it. Every lesson is boring and you don't have much social interaction to distract you and the teachers and students are resentful and confrontational. Add into that teenage hormones and moodiness and you get a perfect fucking storm for shit-stirring. Most of the famous geniuses throughout history have also been troublemakers and rebels."

"You also have to consider the correlation between genius and mental illness," put in Al and Ed reluctantly concurred. "If you examine the geniuses of the past, you'll notice that in those with higher IQ's, there's startling preponderance of mental health issues. Some of the smartest men in the world suffered from clinical depression, bipolar disorder, borderlines personality disorder, schizophrenia, and the list goes on. It's common for those who suffer from mental illness since early childhood to be seen as 'acting out' because the adults aren't yet aware that the child is actually not fully in control of their behavior. Which is not to say that Ed and I suffer from mental illness . . . well, not the sort that's caused by chemical imbalance or anything. I mean, Ed has PTSD, but that's just the car thing. And I suppose there might be some separation anxiety, considering the whole orphan thing and-"

"Al, you can stop talking now," said Ed, putting a hand over his brother's mouth. "I _told_ you taking those psychology classes would rot your brain."

"I guess you could say we're not crazy, just resistant," said Al with a helpless shrug.

"Not really rebellious," said Ed, thinking it over. "It's more like, when your teacher is in your face trying to call you a liar because you proved him wrong in front of everybody, what else are you going to do? When you're too smart you get one of three reactions. People either resent you, try to use you, or put you on a pedestal."

"You either learn to pretend to be dumber than you are to please people or you learn to put up walls to keep people away," said Al, and he and Ed exchanged a significant look. It was a pretty fair description of the Elric brother's behavior, and a pretty accurate explanation of Roy's own high school career. He'd learned in junior high that the nail that sticks out gets hammered down, so by the time he hit high school he had a strategy in place for getting through it without anyone knowing that he was more interested in physics and chemistry than football and cars. Only his few close friends knew that he rarely struggled in his classes. He schmoozed his way into _every_ social circle and was considered a king among commoners by many. It wasn't until halfway through his Poly Sci degree that he'd decided he no longer cared who he impressed. And perhaps that made Ed that much more admirable. He had _never_ cared who he impressed, and that took a lot of guts.

"But, all that aside, I know you came back for a reason," said Ed leveling a hard-eyed stare on his little brother. "You know you can't hide anything from me. Spill it, Al."

Al heaved a huge sigh and sat down heavily on the couch. Ed did the same, crooking one knee so that he could turn to face his brother. Riza and Roy could only hunker back down too. "Let me start by saying, I'm not going to make you talk to dad. That's your choice. But I need you to please hear what I have to say, and really think about it, before you dismiss it. That's all I'm asking." He looked his brother in the eye until Ed finally gave a grudging nod. "Dad doesn't want to tell me what he needs from you. He said it's better if I don't know, for my own protection. He doesn't want to have to involve you either, but he says that you have more right to protect me than he does. You deserve to choose whether you want to help him do whatever it is he has planned, and he has a better chance of success with your help. I think he believes he might have a way to get those Ouroboros bastards off of our backs, but I haven't been able to find out if that's actually what he's really doing or not. He's cagier than you are, Ed. So, just keep that in mind when you think about whether or not to talk to him, okay?"

It was clear that Ed wanted to shrug off the offer and continue to ignore his father, however the need to protect his brother placed its own demands on him that had nothing to do with his own wishes. "I'll think about," growled Ed at last. "Are you staying here tonight?" asked Ed, his eyes silently pleading with Al. With a visible effort, Al looked away and shook his head slowly. Ed leaned away from his brother, as if intentionally creating space between them. "Okay then, but you should grab some clean clothes, and your toiletries. I don't think you should go another day without your toothbrush and deodorant. You're starting to smell like a hobo and your breath seriously reeks."

"Brother!" protested Al, scandalized but laughing as he playfully slapped his brother's arm. "You're such an asshole."

"But you wouldn't have me any other way," said Ed and Al grinned at him. "But seriously, remember to grab your coat. It's going to rain I think – that or the temperature is about to drop."

"Oh my! Brother, have you taken any medicine yet?" asked Al, inexplicably concerned.

"Not yet," said Ed, shaking his head. "I'll have to go to bed before too much longer since I have an early day tomorrow. I'll take it when I go to bed."

"All right," said Al, not satisfied but willing to relent. "Roy could I talk to you while I pack?"

"Sure," replied Roy, getting to his feet to follow Al up the stairs.

For the first minute, Al simply bustled around the room, removing items from his duffle bag and replacing them with others. It almost felt as if he was trying to decide what to say – or maybe how to say it. "I guess I don't have to tell you to watch out for Ed while I'm gone," began Al at last, slowing in his packing. "If the weather is getting bad, he's going to be in a lot of pain. The automail is so hard on him, but it's always worse when the weather is bad. He gets colder easier than you or me, because two chunks of metal can't be expected to keep anybody warm. And all that metal is attached to bone, so of course it'll hurt like blazes once it's cold enough. If it gets too bad, you can call Winry. She'll know what to do." He stopped moving a moment and sighed then turned around to sit on the edge of the bed. "Please, I need you to promise me that . . . you'll make sure Brother doesn't do anything stupid. Sometimes I think he has a screw loose when it comes to me, because he goes above and beyond to keep me safe, keep me happy. He pushes too hard and ends up hurt, but never once blames me for any of it or resents me for making his sacrifices necessary. So I know that it's entirely possible that he'd willingly do something really reckless if it means keeping me safe from these people. Brother can defend himself when push comes to shove, so you don't need to worry about that part. The thing you need to worry about is protecting him from himself." Al sighed again and got to his feet to resume packing. "I swear, he forgets to eat, forgets to sleep, forgets his automail maintenance – I'm surprised he remembers to brush his teeth every day. That's why I've never been comfortable leaving him on his own. I'm afraid I'd come back to visit to find him passed out on the floor, unable to remember the last meal he had. I'm trusting you to see to it that it doesn't come to that. Brother can take care of everybody but himself, so that leaves the rest of us to pick up that slack. I'll have my hands full keeping an eye on Dad, because he's no better at taking care of himself than Ed. I guess Ed inherited that along with Dad's looks. Just don't tell Brother I said that – unless you want to eat through a straw for a while."

"I promise I'll watch over Ed," said Roy earnestly when Al finally ran out of words. "You don't even have to ask. And it won't just be _me_ watching out for him. All of my friends are wrapped around his little finger now. They'd never let anything happen to him if they could help it."

"That's good then," said Al – almost more to himself than to Roy. "And don't let that idiot fret too much. I know how he gets. Anytime I'm away for more than a day, he turns into an anxious old woman. He better enjoy his hair now, because at this rate he's going to end up bald sooner rather than later."

"I'll still adore him, even if he's bald," said Roy, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes. He left Al to finish gathering his stuff and returned to Riza and Ed downstairs. Al came down not long after, his duffle bag slung over his shoulder. When Ed got up, Al set his duffle bag on the floor and the brothers shared a strong hug, their deep bond and reluctance to part clearer than ever in that moment.

"Just remember, the hotel isn't far, so I'm only a phone call away," said Al as they separated. "Did you pack the heating pads when we got our stuff from the apartment?"

"Nah, I didn't, but I can make do," Ed reassured him and Al nodded.

"Take care of yourself, and stay warm," Al admonished him gently. "I don't want to come back and find out you've gotten frost bite around your ports again because you were being stubborn. I'll try to come see you when I can. Maybe lunch at the lab?"

"Sure Al, sounds good," said Ed, putting up a cheerful front. None of them believed it for a minute, but they couldn't help but admire the sheer tenacity necessary for Ed to smile at his brother in that moment. He would always be strong for his brother, no matter what.

Once Al had left, Riza resumed her mission of distracting Ed, keeping his mind off of his concern for his brother. She drew him into working through the details of the profiles on the people he had earmarked as working for Ouroboros. There were only four men, including Frank Archer, and one woman. Of course, Ed had the most details on Archer. The other four were what Ed jokingly called "button men", since, like the mob's hitmen who shared the same title, these were people that Ouroboros used for odd jobs – like breaking and entering, harassment, surveillance, and general . . . um, thugging – wait, "thugging" isn't a word. Whatever. Men who broke knee-caps for a living were a little outside of Roy's experience, so he was just going to roll with it.

Archer was bad enough news on his own, but those other four were worse. They had started out as soldiers, fighting in places like Iraq, Somalia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. Two of them went AWOL, one was dishonorably discharged after serving time for war crimes, and the last one – the woman – was honorably discharged for "mental health reasons". Later they'd gone on to become mercenaries until taking on a permanent contract as "security" for Ouroboros. Roy just hoped he'd never have to tangle with any of them. The woman in particular had a special love for demolitions and dismemberment. Roy gave a mental shudder at the thought.

It was late when Riza finally left, and Ed and Roy were both more than ready to crawl into bed and sleep. It had been a long and trying day for both of them. Unfortunately, sleep was not meant to last. It seemed like no sooner had Roy fallen asleep than he found himself being shaken awake again rather insistently.

". . . ake up. Roy, wake up," Ed was whispering, shaking his shoulder. As soon as Roy's eyes began to flutter open, Ed put a hand over his mouth. "Shhh, stay calm. There's somebody in the house." Ed wasn't looking at Roy. He was watching the door, wary and tense. "I want you to go into the bathroom and call 9-1-1. Tell them we have two intruders, maybe more. May or may not be armed."

"And what will you be doing?" whispered Roy as soon as Ed had removed his hand. He asked because Ed was already getting out of bed and donning the house shoes they'd got for him to protect the floors from his automail foot.

"Kicking ass. What else?" replied Ed, his grin maniacal. How was it even possible to move across the room that silently with one metal leg – one _very heavy_ metal leg? Were all of Roy's friends secretly ninjas? Or was it just Riza, Maes, and Ed – and maybe Al? What was it about Roy that drew ninjas to him? Setting aside his insane inner rambling, Roy made his careful way over to the master bathroom attached to his room, not even turning on the light once he'd closed door. It meant sitting in total darkness, but the light of his phone was plenty to see by. And speaking of which, perhaps he ought to cover that up so there was no chance of that light showing through the crack under the door. Grabbing the bath towel hanging on the shower curtain rod, Roy draped it over his head and hands, sitting on the floor so his raised knees could help form a tent out of the towel. He dialed 9-1-1 and explained the situation to the dispatcher as quietly as he could, giving the woman the address.

She wanted him to stay on the line, but he needed to get out there and make sure Ed wasn't getting himself into more trouble than he could handle. He'd promised Al that he'd keep an eye on Ed, and he didn't intend to break that promise. Normally, Roy would never hang up on anybody – except maybe Maes, but that was usually the only way to get rid of the lunatic – but under the circumstances, he didn't feel especially obligated to be polite. Once he'd hung up, he left his phone and the towel on the bathroom floor then went back out into the bedroom.

He carefully opened the closet and brought down the riot gun that had once belonged to his father. Roy's dad had been in the military, so there had once been a number of weapons hidden in the house. Roy had gotten rid of all but the riot gun, and he only kept that because he could use rubber bullets rather than live ammunition. Making sure it was loaded, Roy went back into the bathroom to cock it so that the sound wouldn't carry beyond the bedroom. After all, Roy wanted their new little friends to be surprised. Maybe those crazy ninjas he called friends were rubbing off on him.

When Roy inched closer to the door, he began to hear loud noises out in the hall. There came an alarming crash followed by some even more alarming thuds then a long moment of silence. The brief lull was broken by a noise that sounded like it was half-curse, half-battle-cry in Ed's distinct voice followed by yet more thudding, the noises moving away from the bedroom and heading downstairs. Roy opened the bedroom door slowly while remaining plastered to the wall beside the door until he was sure the hall was clear.

When he finally turned to walk out of the bedroom, he noticed a silent figure stalking along the opposite wall, heading for the library. Even in the dark, it was obvious this wasn't anybody Roy wanted wandering around his house – the black clothes and black ski mask were a dead giveaway – so Roy didn't bother to wait around for introductions before taking aim and firing. He hit the guy center mast, just as Riza had taught him, and the poor idiot hit the wall behind him hard then crumpled to the ground. Just to be on the safe side, Roy tip-toed over to him and hit him over the head with the butt of the gun – not hard enough to do serious brain damage but hard enough to knock him out for a good long while.

Ed rushed up the stairs. "What the hell was that?" he demanded. Roy grinned and set the gun on his shoulder.

"Riot gun," he answered casually. "Rubber bullets are a beautiful thing."

"Hells yeah!" exclaimed Ed, his maniacal grin blooming on his face again. They both heard a sound of groaning and a curse floating to them from downstairs. Ed held up a finger, " 'Scuse me a minute." Ed headed downstairs again, but this time, Roy was right behind him, a fresh round chambered and ready to fire.

At the bottom of the stairs, a third man was helping the first man to his feet, but Ed was having none of it. Ed suddenly grabbed the banister in hand and vaulted over it to land in a defensive pose on the ground floor. The third guy abandoned his buddy and pulled a knife from his belt. Roy yelled at Ed to stay back, and tried to get to a better angle to fire on the knife-wielder with the riot gun. Roy didn't want Ed anywhere near that knife. Ed gave the knife a quizzical frown then grinned anew and lifted his hand to beckon to the guy. "Bring it," snorted Ed.

The guy accepted the challenge and leapt to the attack. Ed caught the knife's blade in his automail hand, and before the guy could think to let go, took advantage of the enemy's surprise and head-butted him. When the guy reeled back, thankfully releasing the knife, Ed spun into a brutal back kick with the automail leg that almost made Roy feel sorry for the bad guy. The spin had momentum to what would have been a crippling blow all on its own, and the poor guy actually flew through the air a few feet, going ass over ankles over the back of the couch. The guy tried to pick himself up, but Ed was already heading for him, pausing long to punch the first guy in the head and knock him out. Once Ed reached his newest playmate, he brought his leg down in a vicious axe kick, and that was that.

"Good Lord, Ed, did you, Maes, and Riza go to the same ninja school?" asked Roy, eyes still wide in awe and disbelief. "I mean, _damn_ . . ."

"Turn on the lights and let's get these guys tied up before they come to," said Ed, keeping his guard up as he stepped lightly around his victims.

"What are we going to tie them up with?" asked Roy, the more logical part of his mind taking over as some of the adrenaline faded. "I don't have any rope."

"Grab phone cords, extension cords, or, hell, even charger cables," answered Ed without hesitation. Ed was so calm about the whole thing, Roy would swear he'd done this sort of thing a hundred times. It actually helped steady Roy's nerves, giving him confidence he wouldn't otherwise feel in such a situation. Ed just had that effect on people in general though. How could anybody be around somebody so bold and free-spirited and not feel a little bit braver by default?

They scrounged three phone cords and Roy's cell phone charger cable and proceeded to hog tie their three assailants – something else Ed was able to do with a rather startling proficiency. It was as they had begun to carry the upstairs guy downstairs to join his friends that they finally saw the flashing lights of police cars approaching the house. Roy breathed a long sigh of relief and went down to open the front door for the cavalry. Roy made sure to hold his hands up and give the cops enough time to see that he was not only unarmed but also a bit underdressed to be one of the bad guys then called out to them as they crossed the lawn, "Hey, I'm the homeowner. We've the three guys subdued. Could you please come cart them off?"

Looking perplexed but still ready for action, the four cops that had jumped out of the two police cars entered the house, telling Roy to wait outside. However, it was a bit too cold to comply, so Roy walked back into the house to grab his coat off of the hook behind the door. It was then that he remembered how Ed was dressed. He'd been sleeping in his boxers when the whole thing started, and had barely taken the time to slip into a pair of sweats while they were hunting for things to tie up the assailants. Surely the police wouldn't make Ed stand out on the lawn in so little.

Apparently they would. A very disgruntled Ed was sent to join Roy, and Roy made sure to wrap his lover in the thickest, fluffiest jacket he had before the pair went to stand outside. "This sucks," grumbled Ed around a huge yawn. "I just hope these asshats don't take too long to figure out that there's nobody else in the house. I already did a room-by-room search. I told them the house is clear. But what do I know? I'm not the one with a badge and stick up my ass."

"Now Ed, it's not their fault," said Roy, though in truth the cold that hit them like a wall when they stepped outside was making him feel less charitable than he sounded. "They have to follow procedure. They have no way of knowing that the house already has its own badass guard dog."

"Woof," dead-panned Ed and Roy laughed, gathering Ed into his arms, for warmth as much as for affection.

It was in that precious respite, that Al suddenly ran up to them from out of nowhere, completely ignoring the officer in the driveway that was telling him to stop. He all but pounced on Roy and Ed, turning their embrace into a group hug. "Oh my God, are you two all right?" asked Al, sounding like he was close to tears. "I called to warn you! I even used our signal, so when I got no response I knew you were in trouble too!"

"Wait, 'too'? What happened Al, are you all right?" demanded Ed, pulling back so he could look at his brother.

"I'm fine except for a couple of bruises – mostly on my knuckles," said Al ruefully as he too pulled back. "Me and Dad were coming back from dinner when I noticed we had a tail. Dad drew them off and told me to run, but instead I waited until they were totally focused on Dad and caught them by surprise. I tied them up and called the cops then left dad to deal with the commotion so I could come check on you. So what happened here?"

"We were just about to crash out for the night when I heard the phone go off. I was about to reply with the all clear signal when I heard somebody moving downstairs," explained Ed, frowning toward the house. "I had Roy call the cops while I went to assess the situation. Since I only heard two people, I decided to take care of the pest problem. I didn't realize there was a third guy, but luckily, Roy went all Charles Bronson on the fucker. When did you become a badass?" he asked turning to Roy with a grin that promised a reward later for his bravery. Al just rolled his eyes at his brother. "Anyway, Roy took out the third guy with a riot gun, if you can fucking believe it. We tied up our friends in the gothy pajamas, and the rest is history. The cops just got here, so they've got us standing out here like twits, freezing our balls off."

One of the police officers finally exited the house, using the radio on his shoulder to call for an ambulance. "Are either of you injured?" asked the officer, and they both shook their heads.

"Not hurt, just cold as fuck. Can we go back in now?" asked Ed testily.

"Yeah, we can go inside to take your statement," said the officer with a sigh to express his irritation at Ed's tone. The officer led them in and sat them down in disused dining room.

All in all, the questioning this time lasted for about an hour, and a more uncomfortable hour Roy couldn't remember. The officer kept making sarcastic comments that made it obvious that he didn't believe Ed's account of the burglars' takedown. Given Ed's size, Roy supposed it was understandable that the officer would be at least a little skeptical, but as the questioning wore on, it became harder and harder for Al and Roy to keep Ed restrained. He was so sensitive about his height and appearance, and yet the officer was making it clear that he didn't believe that someone as short and pretty as Ed could have taken down two men that were nearly twice his size. Then the moron finally came out and said it. "I honestly don't see how someone so small could have injured two men to this extent. You're not protecting anybody by lying," said the officer.

Ed started to unleash one of his outbursts, but Al put a hand over his mouth to shut him up. "As we've already stated, my brother and I are mixed martial artists, and we've been training since childhood – OW! Ed!" The last was said because Ed had bitten Al's hand. Freed at last, Ed leapt from his sitting position to land atop the table in a crouch within an inch of the officer's face, his eyes boring into the man with such intensity that the poor fool almost fell out of his chair. Roy and the officer were equally stunned – Roy because he had no idea how somebody could make such a leap from a seated position, and the officer because he got caught in Ed's cobra-cold stare before he'd recovered his wits from seeing the impossible leap.

"What more do you fucking want from me?" snarled Ed. "I can give you the kinesthetic breakdown of the weak points I took advantage of, the precise trajectory of every punch and kick I landed, and the numerical value in pounds of how much force each blow required along with the pressure applied by contact with the targeted surface." He reached out and the officer actually flinched, but all Ed did was straighten the man's tie. "Have you ever been hit by an automail fist Officer . . ." he looked briefly at the officer's nametag, "Bennett? The force of it produces a pressure exponentially greater than what can be produced by a normal fist to the face. Just imagine," he said in an idly dangerous tone. Then he swung his right fist, stopping within centimeters of the officer's nose, "How do you think it feels to have a titanium alloy club coming at you at a velocity of approximately 11mps, which is to say 25mph? Let's just say, it ain't pretty." Ed rose to his feet with fluid grace so that he was standing on the table and looking down at the officer with obvious disdain. "Any more questions about my physical capabilities?" The officer simply shook his head slowly, the look on his face saying he wasn't about to even attempt to stick his foot any further in his mouth. Satisfied, Ed jumped down from the table and reclaimed his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. "Can we wrap this up soon? It's been a seriously long fucking day."

"Um, yeah, but it would be best if you went to stay with family or friends tonight," said the officer and when Ed turned his furious glare toward him he cringed. "You should be able to come back tomorrow! We'll call you as soon as it's safe to come back!" protested the officer quickly as Ed leaned toward him.

"Come on, let's go get dressed and pack some stuff for an overnight stay," Roy said and Ed let out a wordless snarl but followed him upstairs. Al went with them, hovering close to his brother like a bodyguard. "It'll be fine," Roy reassured Ed. "We can go stay with Maes and Gracia tonight. They have a guest room. I've stayed with them before and they love having visitors. Besides, Gracia makes awesome pancakes." He wisely kept to himself that the reason that Maes loved having visitors was that it meant he could show off his gallery of Elysia and Gracia pictures. At the very least, the word "pancakes" should be enough to penetrate Ed's bad mood and sell him on the impromptu sleepover. "What do you say?"

"Sure, as long as there's a bed and a fucking heater," grumbled Ed grudgingly.

"Good," said Roy, kissing the top of his head.

"I'll pack your stuff for tonight, Brother," offered Al while Ed was pulling something to wear out of his bag in the spare room. "Tomorrow's your long day right? So, I'll make sure you have all your books in your laptop bag too. Just go get dressed and give yourself a minute to calm down. You can't hang onto that after-fight tension much longer. The last thing we need is to have to bail you out of jail because you hit a cop."

"I gotcha," growled Ed with a sigh. "I can't wait until you get married and have kids because you'll finally have somebody to nag at besides me."

"Nonsense Brother," said Al, smiling brightly. "I'll always save some nagging just for you."

"You're too kind," muttered Ed sarcastically.

Roy chuckled to himself as he and Ed went into the bedroom to get dressed. After they were decently clothed again, Ed went into the library to help get his stuff together while Roy packed a few things for himself. It was only going to be one night, but they both had classes and lab the next day. They couldn't very well leave their books and notes behind. Ed also had to teach classes _and _had a shift at the diner after that.

He was also thinking about calling his Aunt Chris. Given the nature of her business, she had a number of contacts among the less savory denizens of the city, and she might have some advice for how to deal with their home security issue. If her place wasn't so far from the university, Roy would have suggested staying there instead. Nobody messed with Chris Mustang or her girls, so they'd be safer there than they would in Fort Knox.

However, her place was on the other side of the city – about 30 minutes away or more, and probably an even longer trip by bus. Plus, Roy didn't like the idea of Ed taking the bus at all in that part of town. It's true he could protect himself, but he was pretty enough for somebody to easily mistake his profession. For that matter, having Ed in Aunt Chris's place might create the same exact problem. No good could come of putting Ed in a situation like that. Either the mistaken party would end up in the hospital or Ed would end up arrested. So, yeah, very bad idea. Maes may be a pain, but at least he lived in the suburbs. Speaking of which . . .

Roy pulled out his cell phone (_it'd need a new charger cable since the other one had been sacrificed to their little improvised bondage incident_) and found Maes's number in his contacts. "Hey, I know it's late, but we've got an emergency," said Roy when a very groggy Maes had answered. "Somebody broke into my house."

"What?!" yelled Maes and Roy jerked the phone away from his ear. "Are you guys okay? Did they take anything? Did they smash the place up? Where are you now?"

"We're both fine, and mostly the house is too, which is where we are, but we need a place to stay tonight," said Roy, not any more pleased about it than Ed. "The police are going over the place tonight and they want us out of the way I guess. Can we stay with you guys tonight?"

"Of course," said Maes without hesitation, reminding Roy why he'd put up with the nut for so many years. He was seriously good people. "You don't even have to ask. We'll get the guest room ready for you. Ed and Al will be with you right?"

"Just Ed, Al's been staying with somebody else the last couple days" replied Roy, looking to the brothers for confirmation, and once they figured out what it was he needed to know they nodded. "Yeah, only Ed will be with me."

"Then carry your carcasses over here," said Maes with way more cheer than a phone call at 1:00am really needed. "We'll put the porch light on for you."

"Thanks," said Roy with relieved sincerity. "You're the best, man. Really."

"Sure, Roy," said Maes, and Roy could just picture the grin he was wearing – two parts affection to one part teasing and one part pure mischief. "What are friends for?"


End file.
